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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Strands of John:  
A Study Guide to Encounter The Living Word of John’s Gospel 
Carl Billings 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2012 
 
 
 The goal of this paper is developing a study guide that helps a diverse group of 
students, found in the local congregation, to become apprentices of Jesus by encountering 
John’s Gospel. The thesis was tested at Discover Church, a congregation located in 
Brooklyn Park, Minnesota, which has experienced rapid urbanization with an influx of 
people from different ethnic backgrounds. This dramatic change has brought a distinct 
mix to the congregation. 
 The study argues that many Christians struggle with a lack of biblical knowledge. 
This insecurity has significantly impacted Discover Church. It has fostered a culture of 
clericalism, where the laity believes that only clergy are qualified to read and teach 
Scripture, an inability by laity to articulate their faith, as well as robbing Christians of the 
full witness of Scripture. The Strands of John study is designed to counter this biblical 
ignorance. 
 The foundation for Strands of John is formed by three principles: first, the unique 
nature of the Gospel of John; second, an affirmation of the Lutheran understanding of 
Scripture and “the Priesthood of the Baptized;” finally, classical practices of reading 
Scripture as excellent tools for the believer to interact with the Bible. Three goals were 
built on this foundation: help the student to encounter the heart of the Gospel of John, 
introduce the student to the inductive Bible study method, and familiarize the student 
with spiritual practices used in reading the Bible. Strands of John was originally taught to 
over seventy-five students. While not a panacea to solve biblical illiteracy, it does take an 
important step to making the Bible accessible to the laity.  
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INTRODUCTION 
  
 Many churches across the denominational spectrum grapple with the lack of 
biblical knowledge among the laity. The opening paragraph of a Christianity Today 
article reveals the sad state of biblical literacy: “Americans love their Bibles. So much so 
that they keep them in pristine, unopened condition. Or, as George Gallup Jr. and Jim 
Castelli said in a widely quoted survey finding, ‘Americans revere the Bible but, by and 
large, they don't read it.’”1 The article highlights some of the most obvious symptoms. 
Two of the more striking anecdotes are that fewer than half of U.S. adults can name 
Genesis as the first book of the Bible, and only half could name one of the four Gospels. 
The most telling was a Barna survey that showed a significant minority of committed 
Christians feel insecure about their ability to use Scripture in a mature way. 2 Add to this 
research theologian Richard Foster’s own observations about biblical ownership: “The 
average ‘Bible consumer,’ publishing research tells us, owns nine Bibles and is looking 
for more. This mute but powerful testimony to a deep and abiding sense of lack—a sense 
that we have not really achieved a grasp of the Bible that is adequate to our needs.” 3   
 This insecurity with the Word of God impacts the local congregation in profound 
and significant ways. The lack of confidence to use Scripture fosters a culture of 
clericalism where the laity believes that only educated, ordained clergy are properly 
qualified to read, study and teach Scripture. This timidity also fosters an inability by laity 
                                                
 1 Collin Hansen, “Why Johnny Can’t Read the Bible,” christianitytoday.com, May 24, under 
“Christianity Today, May, 2010” http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2010/may/25.38.htm accessed 
February 25, 2011. 
 
 2 Ibid. 
 
 3 Richard J. Foster and Kathryn Helmers, Life with God: Reading the Bible for Spiritual 
Transformation (New York: HarperOne, 2008), 3. 
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to articulate their faith. Finally, it robs church members of the full witness of Scripture. 
They are no longer able, with the exception of a few standard verses, such as Psalm 23, to 
find comfort from the pages of Scripture.  
 This lack of scriptural knowledge not only deeply affects individuals but also 
weakens the Church. People are stuck in their spiritual growth not thinking of themselves 
as disciples and ministers, but merely as church members. They do not see the Church as 
an extension of the Body of Christ but rather as a place to have their spiritual needs met. 
This lack of scriptural understanding handicaps the Church in its mission to be in the 
Word in order that it might proclaim the Word. As Jesus said in his prayer for the 
Church, “May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me” 
(John 17:21).4 This handicap has serious consequences for the Church, exacerbated by 
the ever-increasingly secular and diverse culture of contemporary North America.  
 My own experience in thirty years of ministry, twenty of those years as a pastor, 
bear out Barna’s statistics and the conclusions drawn from those statistics. Those 
experiences have replaced statistics with people and relationships. I have served 
congregations in rural, exurban and suburban contexts. I have developed a congregation 
from inception and led long-established congregations. I have served congregations 
across the denominational spectrum. Timidity in using biblical knowledge was evident in 
every congregation to one degree or another. I have heard laity demean themselves for 
lack of formal theological education. I have watched church members struggle with their 
lack of scriptural knowledge in times of personal crisis. I have also watched as committed 
Christians have been at a loss on how to live out their faith in a culture that is both 
                                                
4 All Scripture quoted is from the New International Version, 2011. 
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diverse and secular. It is not just the statistics but the people and relationships that 
motivate me to write this Training Manual.  
 The goal of the paper is to develop a study guide for the Gospel of John that 
addresses this timidity. Strands of John (the title of the study guide) is a study that not 
only teaches the Gospel, but also equips Christians to encounter Scripture confidently on 
their own, and to use it in mature and discerning ways. It melds the best of contemporary 
biblical scholarship, the ancient, spiritual disciplines in reading Scripture, and sound 
pedagogy using an inductive Bible study method.  
 This study guide emerges from and is developed for the local congregation, 
specifically Discover Church, A Lutheran Community in Brooklyn Park. Discover 
Church is a large, stable congregation in the northern suburbs of Minneapolis. I have 
served over the past two-and-a-half years as the church’s senior pastor. During that time I 
taught the Strands of John course in its entirety. Over seventy-five people participated in 
at least one module of the course.  
 There are three major parts to this Training Manual. Part one describes the context 
through both historical and geographical factors. In others words, it gives a brief survey 
of the local area around the congregation, the history of the community and congregation 
as well as looks at some specific Bible studies that have been taught in the past. Part two 
elucidates the theological assumptions, the overall goals for the study guide, the structure 
of the course, and the structure of individual lessons. Part three is a detailed outline of the 
overall course, as well as a leaders guide for the first module of the course. 
 The first chapter begins by considering the general setting of the Minneapolis/St. 
Paul metropolitan area, the home of Discover Church. It then looks specifically at 
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Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center, the primary context of ministry for the church. The 
paper notes how rapid urbanization and increasing diversity have changed the 
complexion of this metropolitan area and specifically these sister suburbs. It then reviews 
the congregation’s history, outlines its unique area of ministry, and takes into 
consideration how the congregation has responded to the above-mentioned urbanization 
and growing diversity.  
 Chapter 1 concludes with an in-depth look at the target audience. This survey of 
the congregation looks at important factors of diversity such as ethnicity, educational 
level, and socioeconomic status, and how those factors influence and interact with the 
breadth and depth of faith development. Members of Discover Church, like many 
congregations, are a mixture of the mature believer, the recently converted, and the long-
time, nominal church member. 
 In Chapter 2 the focus narrows to past Bible studies done within the congregation, 
critiquing the material, and noting strengths and weaknesses of each study. Past studies 
have been broken down into two very distinct categories. The first category is objective 
studies that center on facts, history, and concepts. The second is subjective studies that 
center on what the text is saying to the individual Christian. Both types of studies have 
advantages and drawbacks. The best studies incorporate both the objective and 
subjective. For this reason, the Strands of John study assumes there is a healthy tension 
between objective and subjective, between head knowledge and heart understanding.  
 Part Two presents the theological underpinnings, overall goals, and design of the 
course. Chapter 3 begins with a closer look at the Gospel of John, why it is unique among 
the Gospels and well suited for this type of study. Starting with John’s boldly stated 
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reason for writing the Gospel, it explores both the simplicity and subtlety written into the 
Gospel narrative to accomplish John’s goal. There is particular focus on John’s use of 
themes or “strands” that are woven throughout the Gospel. Some of these strands are bold 
and obvious while others are muted and subtle, yet both the subtle and obvious strands 
are woven together into John’s unique portrait of Jesus. These same strands become an 
ideal vehicle to help a student encounter the heart of John’s message about Jesus. John’s 
structure, the tension between the obvious and the subtle, and his connections with Old 
Testament imagery also make the Gospel an ideal starting point in teaching people how 
to read the Bible. 
 It is important to understand the theological perspective that informs the 
evaluation, layout and content of the course. The twin theological lenses used for 
understanding John’s Gospel and in developing the course are “a Lutheran Understanding 
of Gospel” and “The Priesthood of all Baptized.” This study is rooted in the firm belief 
that individual Christians with no formal theological training can read the Bible with the 
hope of better understanding their faith and also encountering the Lord of their faith—
Jesus Christ, the Living Word.  
 Starting from these theological perspectives the structure of the course is designed 
to make full use of John’s thematic structure. Consequently, the course is not taught in a 
chronological fashion, one chapter leading to another, but rather the course is designed 
around the important themes or strands of the Gospel. Instead of a single course there are 
a series of shorter modules each focusing on a central strand. Advantages in using this 
modular format are examined and explained in Chapter 4.  
  6 
 The final part of this paper is the Strands of John leader’s guide. Chapter 5 
contains an overview of the whole course, including the major goals, and an explanation 
of the format. It outlines the specific learning objectives for each module and the theme 
or strand around which that module is built. The final Chapter of this section is the 
leaders guide for the first module, “Signs of Life.” this portion of the guide gives a 
detailed description of each lesson including: the learning goals for that specific lesson, 
the main Scripture text and supporting texts, preparation required for the leader, resources 
needed for each session, an outline of the lesson, including timetable, and all the 
necessary information to teach each lesson competently. 
 The paper concludes with an overall evaluation of the pilot course, as it was being 
taught to a group of students at Discover Church. Before the final curriculum was 
developed this initial offering of the course was evaluated and critiqued. The criteria for 
this evaluation are based primarily on whether the overall learning objectives were 
accomplished. In order to determine if the learning objectives were achieved two primary 
questions were asked: Did the participants gain a deeper understanding of John’s Gospel, 
did the participants gain greater confidence in encountering Scripture on their own, as 
well as the ability to integrate specific spiritual practices of reading Scripture into their 
devotional life? Along with these two major criteria this review also examined other 
important parts of the curriculum: the accomplishment of learning objectives for 
individual modules and lessons, the effectiveness of the modular design, and the 
effectiveness of the basic structure for individual lessons.  
 Several methods were used to develop this evaluation: Simple observation done 
throughout the course, anonymous testing done at several points during the course, short 
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surveys given to every student, and more extended interviews done with students 
representing a specific demographics within the congregation. The insights and 
information gained from this evaluation was used to modify the final curriculum. The 
result was a curriculum designed as an effective tool in equipping teachers to help a 
group of people engage Scripture, and in that engagement become “apprentices” to God’s 
Living Word—Jesus. 5 
                                                
 5 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God. (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco,1998). 276. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 
MINISTRY CONTEXT 
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CHAPTER 1 
DISCOVER CHURCH, A LUTHERAN COMMUNITY IN BROOKLYN PARK, 
MINNESOTA 
 
 This study guide on the Gospel of John is developed for Discover Church, located 
in Brooklyn Park, Minnesota. Brooklyn Park and sister city, Brooklyn Center, are two 
large inner-ring suburbs in the northwest corner of the Minneapolis/St. Paul Metropolitan 
area (known as the Twin Cities). These two suburbs represent the primary ministry area 
for the congregation. Understanding the setting highlights why the Gospel of John was 
chosen as the subject of the Training Manual. This understanding also helps tailor the 
Training Manual to this specific locality therefore creating a more effective tool in 
helping participants to engage the heart of John’s message.  
 Living in the shadow of the Twin Cities since its inception, Discover Church has 
had to respond to the rapid change of an urban context. This particular metropolitan area, 
though similar to other urban areas in the United States, has its own distinctive mix of 
challenges and potential opportunities. Consequently, it is important to appreciate the 
larger metro area of the Twin Cities as well - understanding the different economic, 
cultural, and religious factors. The focus then narrows to the suburbs of Brooklyn Park 
and Brooklyn Center again noting the factors that have shaped these sister cities. The 
viewpoint then shifts to look at how the congregation and its leadership have grown and 
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adapted in this rapidly changing urban environment. Finally connections are drawn 
between cultural environment and the need for this particular Training Manual on the 
Gospel of John. The first step is to survey the Minneapolis/St. Paul area. 
 
The General Context of the Twin Cities 
 
 The Twin Cities is one of the largest metropolitan areas in the Midwest—only 
behind Chicago and Detroit.1 Over the past decade, ten out of the eleven counties that 
make up the metro area have maintained a growth rate ranging from 3- to 45- percent.2 
Much of this growth has come from a burgeoning immigrant population that is described 
in more detail below.  
 The Twin Cities metro area is a cultural, business, and government hub for 
Minnesota, as well as much of the upper-Midwest. St. Paul is the capitol of Minnesota 
while Minneapolis is a regional and national business center. There is a broad base of 
economic activity encompassing multiple industries, such as: agribusiness, food 
processing, medical technology, insurance, banking, and retail. The home offices of 
multiple Fortune 500 companies are located in the metro area: Medtronic Incorporated, 
Best Buy, Target, 3M, General Mills, U. S. Bank Corporation, CHS, United Health 
Group and many others. This economic breadth allowed the Twin Cities to weather the 
2007 recession better than most of the rest of the country. For example, Hennepin 
                                                
 1 Matt Rosenberg, “Largest Metropolitan Areas, The Thirty Largest Metropolitan Areas in the 
United States,” About.com under “About.com, geography,” “http:// 
geography.about.com/od/lists/a/csa2005.htm (accessed March 24, 2011). 
 
 2 Mary Jane Smetanka, “Minnesota’s Changing Face” Star Tribune March 17, 2011. 
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County, the home county of Minneapolis as well as Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center, 
had only two months in which the unemployment rate was 8- percent or greater.3 
 The Twin Cities also display a breadth and depth in the social and quality of life 
arena. The metropolitan area has won numerous accolades for being one of the most 
livable places in North America. Two examples: the overall metropolitan area was ranked 
third in a quality of life study by portfolio.com/bizjournals.com,4 and Monocle Magazine, 
a British magazine, named Minneapolis one of the most livable cities in the world.5  
 Several factors contribute to this high quality of life. There are numerous 
educational opportunities. The Twin Cities are home to the University of Minnesota as 
well as numerous other private universities and colleges including: University of St. 
Thomas, Augsburg College, Bethel University, Hamline University, Concordia 
University, and North Central University. There are also many museums, zoos and other 
informal educational opportunities. For example, the Science Museum of Minnesota, 
located in St. Paul, hosted both the Dead Sea Scrolls and King Tut exhibits in the 
2010/2011 school year. Minneapolis in particular is recognized nationally for the quality 
and quantity of its theater and musical offerings. Only New York has more theaters per 
                                                
 
 3 Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development, “Positively Minnesota, 
Minnesota Unemployment Statistics, “LAUS (Local Area Unemployment Statistics) Data,” 
http://www.postivelyminnesota.com/apps/lmi/laus/detail.aspx?Geog=2704000053 (accessed March 27, 
2011). 
 
 4 Katherine Grayson, “Twin Cities Rank Third in Quality of Life Studies” bizjournals.com May 
24, 2010 under “Minneapolis/St Paul Business Journal,” 
http://www.bizjournals.com/twincities/stories/2010/05/24/daily4.html (accessed March 2, 2011). 
 
 5 City of Minneapolis Minnesota, “Minneapolis Named One of the Most Livable Cities in the 
World,” http://www.ciminneapolis.mn.us/mayor/news/ 
20080625newsmayor_minneapolismostlivablecity.asp. 
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capita than Minneapolis.6 In addition, the Twin Cities have multiple professional sports 
teams, are home to the Mall of America, and boast a regional convention center. Their 
many restaurants offer a diverse and unique culinary experience.  
 Two other factors contribute to the overall quality of life. They are interrelated 
and influence each other in a multitude of ways. The first, not often mentioned by the 
secular press, is the large, vibrant and multifaceted faith community. Lutheranism and 
Catholicism have been the traditional expressions of faith associated with the upper-
Midwest but they are certainly not the only ones. The whole spectrum of Christianity is 
well represented in the metro area.7 The Twin Cities are home to a score of mega-
churches including Eagle Brook, one of the largest in the nation.8 Even so, these mega-
churches do not dominate the scene. There are thousands of churches of all sizes and 
denominations. In fact, outside of the south, only Dayton, Ohio has more churches per 
capita than the Minneapolis/St. Paul Metro area.9  
 The second factor that influences the overall quality of life is the multitude of 
ethnic communities that have migrated to this metropolitan area over the last quarter 
century. This mass migration has not only changed the ethnic makeup of the area, but 
also significantly impacted the religious community. In the middle decades of the 
twentieth century, the children and grandchildren of Scandinavian, German, Italian, and 
                                                
 6 Lori Wilson, “Minneapolis/St Paul One of the Top Theatre Cities in the United States?” 
examiner.com October 12, 2009 under “Minneapolis, Travel, City Guides” http://www.examiner.com/city-
guide-in-minneapolis/is-minneapolis-st-paul-one-of-the-top-theatre-cities-the-united-states.  
 
 7 John A. Mayer, City View Report: Strategic Data for Effective Ministry, 15th ed. (Minneapolis: 
City Vision, 2010), 91. 
 
 8 Ibid., 126.  
 
 9 Ibid., 113. 
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Irish immigrants were the dominant influence within the Twin Cities. Consequently, it is 
no surprise that the prominent faith communities were Roman Catholic and Lutheran. 
With an influx of new immigrants from developing countries in the southern hemisphere, 
the ethnic and religious makeup of the area has changed dramatically. John Mayer’s City 
View Report, which is a detailed report on the religious makeup of the Twin Cities, spells 
out some of the practical and obvious results that have come from such a significant and 
profound change. The book observes that the Brookings Institute in 2002 named the Twin 
Cities as “one of the Top Ten gateway cities in America.”10 Consequently the 
metropolitan area has the largest Hmong, Oromo (Ethiopian/Sudanese), and Somali 
populations in the United States, as well as sizable populations from many countries in 
Africa, Eastern Europe, Asia, and South America.11 This mass migration has contributed 
to a significant presence of other world religions besides Christianity and Judaism. Two 
examples demonstrate the point: the metropolitan area is home to the largest Hindu 
temple in North America, and Buddhism surpassed Judaism in becoming the third most-
followed religion behind Christianity and Islam.12 This multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, and 
multi-religious dynamic presents both a challenge and a promise to the major institutions 
that make up civil society, including the Church. Quite literally, the ends of the earth are 
meeting in this upper-Midwest metropolitan area. 
 The Gospel of John is a valuable tool for meeting this challenge, since in many 
ways it was written in a similar environment. Written for a diverse audience, John’s 
                                                
 10 Mayer, City View Report, 45.  
 
 11 Ibid., 55. 
 
 12 Ibid. 
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Gospel was designed to speak to both Jewish and Gentile readers in the most ethnically 
diverse culture in the ancient world. The Los Angeles Times in a 2007 article compared 
Rome to our own culture in this way, “The truth is that Rome is the most successful 
multiethnic state until our own—and history’s longest lasting one bar none.”13 What is 
true for the Twin Cities metropolitan area in general is particularly true for the northwest 
suburbs of Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center.  
 
From Lake Wobegon to Jesse’s City 
  
 Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center are sister suburbs in the Twin Cities. With a 
population of 75,781 the city of Brooklyn Park is the second largest suburb, as well as the 
sixth largest city in the state. Brooklyn Center is considerably smaller with a population 
of 30,104.14 These suburbs also reflect the diverse nature of the metropolitan area. They 
are home to several sizable ethnic communities, particularly Liberian, Togolese, and 
other West African immigrants.15  
 In the last fifty years Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center have gone through 
dramatic change. The experiences of Garrison Keillor and Jesse Ventura, two of 
Brooklyn Park’s most prominent citizens, demonstrate the community’s transformation 
from a small town on the prairie to an inner-city suburb. Garrison Keillor of A Prairie 
Home Companion fame grew up in Brooklyn Park in the 1950s and 60s and modeled his 
fictional hometown of Lake Wobegon, “the little town that time forgot,” on his real 
                                                
 13 Cullen Murphy, “Immigration Policy, The Roman Way” Los Angeles Times June 11, 2007. 
 
 14 Thomas Brinkhoff, “City Population: USA, Minnesota” City Population, 
htttp://www.citypopulation.de/USA-Minnesota.html (accessed March 30, 2011). 
 
 15 Mayer, City View Report, 58. 
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hometown of Brooklyn Park. In talking about his childhood, Keillor writes, “The pastoral 
qualities of Lake Wobegon—the innocence and freshness—really stem from Brooklyn 
Park, my boyhood home.”16 
 Time, however, did not forget Brooklyn Park. By the 1990s wrestler and future 
Governor of Minnesota Jesse Ventura entered politics by running for the Mayor of 
Brooklyn Park and winning. He dealt not with the issues of a small town, but rather those 
of an inner-city suburb: crime, open space and environment, ethnic diversity, zoning, 
redevelopment, low-income housing, and traffic flow. A case in point was Mayor 
Ventura’s work to finish securing funding for the U.S. 610, a major highway on the north 
side of Brooklyn Park. He joked that the highway should be called “Ventura Highway.”17  
 Keillor and Ventura are bookends to a period of extremely rapid growth in “The 
Brooklyns.” It is obvious that from Garrison Keillor’s boyhood in the late-1950s and 
early-1960s to Jesse Ventura’s term as mayor in early-1990s the change in Brooklyn Park 
and Brooklyn Center has been rapid and striking. These two cities have moved from rural 
to suburban/urban in less than forty years. The area around the congregation is a prime 
example. When Discover Church was founded as Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church, potato 
farms and gravel roads surrounded the church site. By the mid-1990s the church was 
surrounded by two major highways, strip malls, and subdivisions.  
 The urban issues mentioned above have continued to dominate the politics and 
policies of both Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center. Added to these typical urban issues 
                                                
 16 Daniel J .Hoisington, ed., The Brooklyns: A History of Brooklyn Center and Brooklyn Park 
Minnesota (Roseville, MN: Edinborough Press, 2001), 226. 
 
 17 Ibid., 63. 
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is the accelerated pace of migration over the past twenty years that has significantly 
changed the face of both cities. A good example of how mass migration has affected the 
policy of both suburbs is the New American Academy. The Academy is a joint effort by 
Brooklyn Center and Brooklyn Park to help new immigrants learn their new country’s 
laws, ordinances, rules, and customs.18 These sister suburbs of the Twin Cities have been 
at the heart of the transformational change affecting the entire metro area. 
 
Discover Church, A Lutheran Community 
 Discover Church has been an active part of this rapidly changing community for 
the past fifty-one years. It is truly a unique congregation within the local community. At 
first glance Discover Church seems more common than unique. After all it is just another 
Lutheran congregation in an area of the country where Lutherans are a significant portion 
of the population. However upon closer examination, Discover Church is very different, 
not only from other Lutheran congregations in Brooklyn Park, but also from 
congregations in the larger Lutheran tradition.  
 The unique flavor of the church comes from three factors that have shaped and 
formed its culture. For the past several years, the church has described itself as 
“charismatic in expression,” “evangelical in mission,” and “Lutheran in tradition and 
theology.”19 These three factors interact with each other in dynamic ways to form a 
distinctive church culture.  
                                                
 18 Stefanie Briggs, “New to America? Join the Academy” Brooklyn Park Sun Post, March 3, 2011. 
 
 19 Todd Wallace, Who we are brochure (Brooklyn Park, MN: Discover Church, 2006). 
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 “Charismatic in expression” influences the worship style, public and private 
prayer, pastoral care, and the overall language of the congregation. Only one of the 
worship services has any traditional liturgical elements within the service on a regular 
basis. The other services follow a simpler format using the latest contemporary music. 
There are demonstrative expressions of praise throughout all the services, particularly the 
raising of hands during singing. While the most common, the raising of hands is not the 
only way congregants express their joy and love of God. On an occasional basis, people 
are dancing or moving in the aisles during worship, even waving large flags as part of the 
celebration. Discover Church believes in the full range of the gifts of the Spirit, and while 
they are not currently practiced within the Sunday morning worship services, they are 
evident in other areas of congregational life including Bible studies, prayer groups, and in 
the church’s pastoral care ministry.  
 “Evangelical in mission” shapes both the preaching style and the importance the 
congregation has placed on missions. In regards to the latter, at least 10- percent of its 
budget is dedicated to mission organizations that have a strong evangelical component 
regardless of denominational affiliation. The mission organizations supported 
substantially by the congregation include: Youth With A Mission, World Mission Prayer 
League, China Service Ventures, Hope Lutheran Church-Madagascar, Guyanese 
Outreach, Northern India Community Organization, and many others. The congregation’s 
support of missions is not simply financial. Former pastors have led members on short-
term mission trips; other members have agreed to be local representatives of these same 
mission organizations. Several children of the congregation have heard the call to the 
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mission field and are now in full-time mission work, most of them with one of the 
organizations supported in part by the church’s mission budget. 
 The evangelical label also informs the congregation’s high view of Scripture. It 
influences the way the Holy Scriptures are presented in both preaching as well as in Bible 
study. One former pastor described Discover Church’s stance toward Scripture as 
“biblically conservative but intellectually curious.”20 In other words, the basic tenets of 
historical Christianity as presented in Scripture and expressed in the historic creeds are 
the norm for faith and life. However, that understanding has not hardened into a brittle 
fundamentalism. Bible studies taught at church make appropriate use of the historical-
critical method to better understand Scripture.  
 Two examples help define this middle-way approach. First, there have been 
numerous discussions about the interaction between science and faith. This has 
particularly focused on evolution and the creation accounts. The study has focused, not 
on how evolution is evil or false, but rather how Scripture and the theory of evolution 
point to the same event, God’s creation of the cosmos.   
 The second example is the congregation’s reaction to the historic vote within the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America which allowed for the blessing of same-sex 
unions as well as the ordination of practicing homosexuals. Discover Church voted to 
leave the Evangelical Church Lutheran Church in America and to join Lutheran 
Congregations in Mission for Christ. The vote was taken after extensive biblical study. 
They wanted to both affirm the traditional understanding of Scripture in regards to 
                                                
 20 Todd Wallace, Distinctives of Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church (Brooklyn Park, MN: Brooklyn 
Park Lutheran Church, 2004). 
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sexuality as well as the overall thrust of the Gospel- God loves all people regardless of 
orientation. A pamphlet written by a former pastor expressed it in this way:  
This is why a consistently biblical position on homosexual behavior must 
identify the practice as ‘sinful.’ . . . Gay people should feel welcomed into 
the gathered community of Christ’s Church. After all we do not gather as 
people  who have by-passed the problems and difficulties of life. Christian 
people gather as needy people who depend completely on the grace and 
forgiveness of Jesus Christ and transforming power of the Holy Spirit. All 
of us have sin and brokenness that needs to be touched and healed by 
Jesus.21  
 
The overall desire is to take Scripture seriously as it plays out in the life of the 
congregation, and in the daily life of its members.  
 The final factor that shapes congregational identity is “Lutheran in theology and 
tradition,” which primarily plays itself out in a deeply sacramental view of Baptism and 
Holy Communion. The signature tenet of the Lutheran tradition, “saved by grace through 
faith,” is heartily affirmed in the congregation. Salvation as God’s gift is made visible 
through the Lord’s Supper and Holy Baptism. The congregation has a profound sense of 
God acting in these two Sacraments. In the Supper, both the individual congregant and 
the congregation as a whole meet Jesus. As members eat the bread and drink the wine, 
they partake in the body and blood of Jesus. In that eating and drinking, they receive, as 
Luther says, “forgiveness of sins, life and salvation.”22  
 In Baptism, it is God who is the primary actor. The Church responds to Jesus’ 
command in Matthew 28:19, “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
                                                
 21 Todd R. Wallace, Homosexuality and the Church in Our Generation (Brooklyn Park, MN: 
Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church, 2003). 
 
 22 Theodore J. Tappert, et al trans., The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959), 352. 
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name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” With the command comes a 
promise expressed by the apostle Paul, “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ 
Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ” 
(Galatians 3:26-27). God adopts and clothes the believer as His child. God’s Holy Spirit 
is acting in both the waters of Baptism and in the bread and wine of Holy Communion to 
claim, forgive, and equip the believer for service.  
 The interaction of these three factors is what gives Discover Church its unique 
culture. One example is the Affirmation of Baptism Service held on Holy Saturday. This 
service blends the Evangelical stream and the Lutheran stream. Discover church draws 
from Lutheran tradition and teaches that baptism happens once but that a person can 
affirm and remember their baptism as many times as they want.  
 The spiritual leadership of the church follows Martin Luther’s lead in the Large 
Catechism where he encourages people “to wear their Baptism as a daily garment,” 23 and 
reminds them “repentance is a return and approach to Baptism.”24 Holy Saturday, using 
the ancient liturgical calendar, is a special time that the congregation sets aside for 
individuals to remember their baptism. It is quite common at this yearly service to have 
several teens affirming their baptism, as the culmination of their confirmation journey. 
Those teens can choose to make that affirmation either through full immersion in a 
portable baptistery or in the more traditional Lutheran way at a baptismal font. At the 
same service adults are being baptized for the first time: some at a font, some in the 
                                                
 23 Tappert, Book of Concord, 446. 
 
 24 Ibid. 
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baptistery. Finally, many parents of the congregation wait for this special service to 
baptize their babies at the font.  
 A second illustration of this interaction between the different streams is found in 
the worship services. The services meld contemporary, expressive, experiential worship 
with traditional Law/Gospel theology in the preaching. Expressive worship and baptismal 
practice are just two ways out of many that highlight the different nature of this Lutheran 
congregation. The mix of these three streams has also given Discover Church 
opportunities to reach out to recent immigrants. A Liberian member sum it up: “We were 
delighted to find a Lutheran Church that resembled our Lutheran church in Liberia: a 
church that lets the Spirit move and does not read everything out of a hymnal.”25  
 However, despite the strong witness of the three streams, laity struggle with 
effectively using Scripture in their daily life. While having a basic understanding of 
Scripture they shy away from encountering Scripture on their own, looking instead to 
some expert (pastors, Christian celebrities, professors) to tell them how to apply the 
Bible. While seeking understanding from an expert is not at all bad, it does limit the 
disciple’s confidence to encounter God’s word on his or her own. 
 The following section provides a brief survey of Discover Church’s fifty-year 
history and shows how Discover Church became the church it is today. It outlines how 
the three streams that are essential part of this church culture developed over that time. It 
also highlights how pastoral leadership was key in development of the three streams. 
                                                
 25 Zubah Kpanaku, “Experience Africa: Why I am a part of Discover Church” (Lecture, Discover 
Church, Brooklyn Park, MN, September 25, 2010). 
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Finally, it shows how the congregation’s interaction with the local community, the 
Lutheran tradition, and the broader Christian faith shaped and formed the current culture. 
 
Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church to Discover Church, A Fifty-Year Survey 
 The Lutheran Free Church established Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church, Discover 
Church’s original name, in 1960. On Easter Sunday of 1960, Brooklyn Park Lutheran 
Church held its first service in a local elementary school. The congregation was able to 
quickly buy land and build its first building. The sanctuary, which is now a chapel in the 
present plant, held a maximum of sixty-five people.  
 At its founding, this small congregation was on the edge of a large urban area but 
still very much a rural congregation. The first seven years of the congregation’s life was 
about establishing itself within the community, building its first building and joining with 
the Lutheran Free Church to merge into the American Lutheran Church. Several of the 
founding members reminisce about these early years in a way that give credence to 
Garrison Keillor’s stories about Lake Wobegon.  
 
Harley Schmitt 
 In 1967, Harley Schmitt accepted a call to Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church. Under 
his leadership the congregation began a significant period of growth as the town grew 
from a rural village into a suburb. Harley led the congregation through two important 
building expansions.  
 His most significant impact, however, was introducing and leading the 
congregation into the Charismatic Renewal Movement. Starting in the late-1950s and 
early-1960s several mainline denominations experienced what participants describe as an 
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outpouring of the Holy Spirit. People such as Dennis Bennett of the Episcopal Church 
and Larry Christenson of the American Lutheran Church had religious experiences that 
seemed to be more in line with the Pentecostal tradition than mainline liturgical tradition. 
These individuals and many others introduced to their respective denominations this 
ecstatic expression of the Holy Spirit, which was eventually labeled, “The Charismatic 
Renewal Movement.”26  
 When Schmitt initially encountered this movement he was skeptical. Yet as he 
studied Scripture and eventually had his own ecstatic experience he became convinced 
that it was first and foremost firmly rooted in the Holy Scriptures, and second that it was 
a powerful new movement of God’s Holy Spirit within the Church in order to equip the 
Church for ministry in the world. He says it simply in his book, Many Gifts One Lord, 
“The point here is that charismata are given to nourish and to enable ministry. The intent 
is that they be used generously for the benefit of the body of Christ and the world.”27 
Schmitt’s understanding of the Lutheran Charismatic Renewal was that the gifts were not 
a replacement for Word and Sacrament ministry, but instead augmented the worship life 
of the congregation. Again, Many Gifts One Lord, states, “It should be emphasized that 
both the content and method of the book (the understanding of Charismata) presuppose 
the ongoing ministry of the Word and Sacraments in the body of Christ.”28 The unique 
                                                
 26 Larry Christenson, ed., Welcome, Holy Spirit: A Study of Charismatic Renewal in the Church 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1987), 17-19.  
 
 27 Harley H. Schmitt, Many Gifts One Lord: A Biblical Understanding of the Variety of Spiritual 
Gifts among Early Christians and in the Church Today (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1993), 52. 
 
 28 Ibid., 19. 
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mix of Lutheran theology, evangelical practice and charismatic experience can be traced 
back to the able leadership of Harley Schmitt.  
 
Todd Wallace 
 Todd Wallace was called to Brooklyn Park Lutheran in 1996. In his twelve-year 
tenure, Wallace led the congregation in an extended period of growth and its most 
significant building project. In developing the congregation he followed the lead of 
influential mega-churches such as Willow Creek and Saddleback Church. He designed a 
high quality public ministry based on attraction. He was successful in many areas. The 
congregation grew in numbers from the mid-two-hundreds to close to seven-hundred 
before settling down in the four-hundreds. He led the congregation through a successful 
building campaign, in which it built its current sanctuary. In 2006, the church developed 
a second site in Champlin, a suburb just north of Brooklyn Park. During this process the 
name was changed from Brooklyn Park Lutheran Church to Discover Church Network. 
In 2010, the Champlin site was closed but the congregation continued with the new name, 
changing it slightly to Discover Church, a Lutheran Community in Brooklyn Park.  
 Another important contribution made by Todd Wallace was his ability to 
articulate the different factors that contribute to the unique culture of Discover Church. 
While it was Harley Schmitt who introduced these factors into the congregation, it was 
Wallace who was able to first name them, and define them for the benefit of the 
congregation. He was the one who observed and articulated the three streams and how 
they interacted with each other to make up Discover Church culture and how that culture 
has specific strengths as well as certain weaknesses. He also was able to perceive the 
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threats and opportunities facing the congregation because of its unique flavor. In short, 
Wallace was able to articulate the sacred history of Brooklyn Park Lutheran 
Church/Discover Church. 
 Finally, it was also under Todd Wallace’s leadership that Brooklyn Park 
Lutheran/Discover Church began to attract a more diverse mix of individuals, including 
recent immigrants, people who consider themselves non-believers, and those who had 
long-ago drifted away from organized religion. Several quotes from different members, 
who came to the congregation during Wallace’s tenure, demonstrate the diversity that 
began to develop under his leadership. One leader in the congregation described what 
attracted her to the congregation, “I have a nondenominational background. I was 
attracted to Brooklyn Park Lutheran because of the Lutheran roots and the intellect of the 
Lutheran faith.”29 
 A significant portion of the growth under Todd Wallace’s leadership came from 
two important groups: the unchurched and recent immigrants to the United States. A 
current member in the praise band who had not been to church since her early childhood 
describes her first encounter with the congregation, “I was a foul-mouthed pagan before I 
came here and the Holy Spirit hit me right between the eyes with the music and Todd’s 
sermons.”30 A Liberian immigrant who has just recently joined the church describes 
succinctly the experience of many of immigrants that have joined in the last ten years: 
“We (West African immigrants) are looking for the full Gospel. Too many churches and 
too many pastors in the immigrant community preach a prosperity Gospel and when that 
                                                
 29 Jennifer Straw, interview by author, Brooklyn Park MN March 2, 2011. 
 
 30 Cris Thorson, interview by author, Brooklyn Park MN March 8, 2011. 
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prosperity does not happen then people are disappointed and look for something with 
more substance.”31  
 These three quotes represent large segments within the congregation, but these are 
not the only groups that make up the congregation. The other groups include senior 
citizens that have been life-long Lutherans, young families that have been attracted to a 
contemporary service over the more staid and traditional services of a typical Midwest 
Lutheran congregation, and middle-age couples that are looking for a Lutheran church 
with a more orthodox perspective.  
 The congregation’s task is two-fold: first, to help this diverse group of people to 
encounter Jesus in the words of Scripture. To this end, it is important that the 
congregation develop a Bible study that speaks not just to one specific group but to 
multiple groups -  a study that can speak to the former pagan, the Liberian immigrant and 
the life-long Lutheran with equal power, and that each student experiences Jesus in 
personal and profound ways. Secondly, it is important that those same students are like 
the disciples who not only sought Jesus out but also invited their friends and family to 
“come and see" (John 1:46) this same Jesus.  
 Before a training manual can be developed around the Gospel of John to 
accomplish these tasks, a review of past studies needs to be done. A closer examination 
of how the congregation has used the Bible as a means of discipleship is helpful in the 
development of the Strands of John study. It is this review of past studies that is the 
subject of the next chapter.  
 
                                                
 31 Christian Vincent, interview by author, Brooklyn Park MN March 2, 2011. 
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CHAPTER 2 
EVALUATION OF PAST BIBLICAL STUDIES 
 
 As mentioned in Chapter 1, Discover Church has a high view of Scripture that 
informs how the congregation worships and responds in ministry. At the same time, the 
laity struggles with using the Bible in their daily lives. Many of them fit the description 
of a typical American Christian described in the introduction: a person for whom the 
Bible is held in reverence but is left unopened. For many the Bible has become more of 
an icon to be worshiped, than a tool for developing the faith. 
 
Head Knowledge Verses Heart Understanding 
 The present state of affairs has not developed because of a lack of effort on the 
part of the church leadership - both on the part of the clergy and the laity. In its fifty-plus 
years Discover Church has had a wealth of different Christian educational offerings. 
Many of the courses offered have been straightforward Bible studies, either of a specific 
book of the Bible or a Bible survey course. They tend to be more intellectually based, 
using the very best of the historical-critical method and focusing on objective facts. You 
might label them as “head knowledge” studies. Other courses have been topical in nature, 
where a certain issue is addressed and the Bible is used mainly as a reference work. As a 
whole, these studies are more experientially based and subjective in their perspective. 
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They might be labeled as “heart understanding” studies. Both types have their strengths 
and weaknesses.  
 The best of the “head knowledge” Bible studies have a strong objective 
component. These studies open the world of the Bible to the student. They allow the 
student to see the multiple cultures and perspectives that are wrapped up in the Bible, 
spending time looking at the original language and helping the student to read or hear the 
text as the original audience heard it. Overall these studies take the time to place the text 
or book they are presenting within the overall witness of Scripture. When they are well 
done a student gains a deeper more mature faith through understanding how the original 
audience heard a certain portion of Scripture. The weakness of an in-depth historical-
critical Bible study is that a student can walk away with new understandings of the 
language, cultural and scriptural context but not connect how this plethora of information 
strengthens their faith and deepens their relationship with their Lord and Savior. 
 The best of the “heart understanding” topical studies have a strong subjective 
component. They address the needs of the believer, helping him or her deepen their faith 
within a certain area. There has been a wide range of topics covered at Discover Church: 
Lutheran theology, the gifts of the Spirit, inner healing, prayer, addictive behaviors, and 
many more. When well done, these studies can teach the student how to use Scripture to 
meet the specific challenges of daily life. When not well done, a topical course can have 
little connection to Scripture or even living the life of faith. The Bible at times is given 
only a token nod or a shallow perusal or, worse yet, misused by the study leader or author 
to advance a specific agenda. 
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 A curriculum able to meld an objective component, “head knowledge,” and 
subjective component “heart understanding,” could leverage the best of the 
straightforward Bible study as well as the power of a topical study. A curriculum which 
weaves together the strengths of both types of studies would have the potential to 
profoundly influence the student, because it would help the student to both consider the 
Word in-depth using the best scholarship to open up the world of the Bible and within the 
same lesson allow the student to interact with the Bible in a personal way. In order to 
achieve that goal with the Strands of John study, a detailed look at examples of both 
types that have been done at Discover Church is necessary.  
 
Three examples 
 As mentioned above, Discover Church, like most churches, has done numerous 
studies in both categories. Occasionally the congregation has also done a study that 
blends both the objective and the subjective in about equal measure. Below are the best 
examples of each of these three categories.  
 
Crossways 
 Crossways International publishes several good examples of the straightforward, 
Bible study genre. The flagship course Crossways is an excellent Bible survey course. 
This two-year course, which scans every book of the Bible, is designed to teach students 
the main themes of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation. The Bible study curriculum is 
based on solid biblical scholarship. Harry Wendt, author of the course and founder of 
Crossways International, has drawn on some of the best of biblical scholarship. William 
Albright, John Bright, Kenneth Bailey, and others inform this flagship course published 
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by Crossways International. Building on the solid work of these scholars, Wendt traces 
some of the main themes of Scripture all the way through the Bible.  
 He does an excellent job in dealing with the covenant theology in the Old 
Testament, particularly Israel’s understanding of God’s covenant with Abraham and the 
covenant made at Sinai. Both covenants are initially presented in a clear, cogent manner 
drawing on insight from archeology and cultural anthropology. Throughout the course, 
Wendt returns to both covenants again and again, showing how they shape the children of 
Israel and how the early church saw them fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.  
  In addition, Wendt exposes stereotypes by simply going to the scriptural text. A 
good example of Wendt’s work is this description of David, “David was obviously an 
able military leader. However there are indications that he was not a very capable family 
leader within the royal household. Possibly David’s real personality is reflected in the 
character of his family and the ruthlessness he used to get what he wanted.”1 David is not 
the only one that faces such withering critique from Wendt. He methodically critiques 
many of the major characters in the Old and New Testaments including Abraham, Moses, 
Solomon, Peter, Thomas, and others. This is in line with one of the stated principles of 
the study – “God is the only hero of the Bible.”2  
 While this is quite true and a worthwhile point to be emphasized and highlighted 
throughout the study, Wendt’s desire to give a more balanced picture of the various 
characters in the Bible sometimes leads him to the other extreme in which David, 
                                                
 1 Harry Wendt, Crossways, A Survey Course of the Narrative and Major Theme of the Old and 
New Testaments: Section Two From the Conquest to the Babylonian Exile (Minneapolis: Crossways 
International, 1996), 2:50. 
 
 2 Ibid.  
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Abraham and others are used primarily as negative examples. This becomes particularly 
problematic in the case of Abraham who is held up by Paul in his letters to the Galatians 
and to the Romans as a person that should be admired because of his faith and hope. Paul 
writes to the Romans, “Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the 
father of many nations” (Romans 4:18).  
 The study also at times seems to be in opposition to Hebrews 11. In that chapter 
the writer of Hebrews lifts up many of the individuals in the Old Testament because of 
their faithful response to God’s grace. We too, can be “sure of what we hope for and 
certain of what we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1) because we are surrounded by this “great 
cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1) from the Old Testament.  
 Along with this zeal to debunk the hero myth the Crossways Bible Study at times 
can overwhelm a typical congregational Bible student. There are times within the study 
when that typical student might leave a class wondering if what they just studied had 
anything to do with their personal faith life. Here are several of the segment headings 
within Crossways: “Political, Social and Moral Issues,”3 “An Overview of the Histories 
of Israel and Judah”4 and “Dynastic Stability.”5 These segment headings reveal the tenor 
of the writing in the whole course. It reads like a college textbook rather than a 
congregational study.  
 Another example comes from a closer look at one of the Crossways Units. In unit 
seventeen the Crossways course emphasizes the rule of the kings of Israel and Judah, 
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giving only a cursory glance to the stories about Elijah and Elisha. The homework has no 
questions about either of the prophets. The graphic for this unit is a timeline of each 
kingdom with is no notation of the ministry of the two prophets and how they correspond 
with the kings of Israel. Further, of the seven sections within said unit, only one section 
briefly covers Elijah and Elisha. The summary of the unit, which is supposed to highlight 
the important points of the lesson, does not even mention the prophets.6 This is surprising 
since a great deal of the ministry of these two prophets foreshadows the ministry of Jesus. 
Spending more time on at least portions of the ministry of Elijah and Elisha could lead to 
some important insights for the student’s understanding of their own faith.  
 As a result, if the local teacher is not careful this unit can turn into a dry history 
lesson about the kings of Judah and Israel. The unit on the kings of Judah and Israel is not 
unique. Many of the units within the study have the potential to devolve into dull lecture. 
This was at least partially true for how Crossways was used at Discover Church. One 
participant expressed his frustration this way, “It increased my understanding of Scripture 
without deepening my faith.”7 
 In summary, Crossways does an excellent job in presenting an objective Bible 
study. Wendt brings the best of historical-critical scholarship to bear on the Bible and 
produces an excellent study. This is particularly true in the study’s presentation of Old 
Testament covenant theology. Unfortunately, Wendt’s desire to provide a counterbalance 
to the hero worship of many biblical characters at times leads him to completely discount 
these individuals as examples of the faith. He also downplays other individuals, like 
                                                
 6 Wendt, Crossways, 76. 
 
 7 Don Anderson, interviewed by author, Brooklyn Park, MN, September 15, 2011. 
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Elijah and Elisha, within the story of the Old Testament. Finally, if the local teacher does 
not work hard at drawing connections between the study and a student’s personal faith 
life the study can devolve into a dry history course.  
 
Praying the Lord’s Prayer for Spiritual Breakthrough 
 One of the important topical studies taught by the staff of Discover Church was 
the book, Praying the Lord’s Prayer for Spiritual Breakthrough. It is a good example of a 
“Heart Understanding” study. This topical study has a lot to commend it. It gives good 
practical advice on how to pray. In one section, the author, Elmer Towns, describes his 
own experience of literally trying to follow Jesus’ admonition to “pray in secret” 
(Matthew 6:6), and Paul’s admonition to pray continually (1 Thessalonians 5:17). He 
shares the results, “I had set my mind to pray one hour, but had only prayed 17 minutes. I 
was deflated at my failure.”8 It was from this experience that Elmer Towns turned to the 
Lord’s Prayer as a pattern for prayer. 
 First and foremost, this book is about teaching people how to pray. A cursory 
examination of the subheadings of each chapter, which are each based on a single petition 
of the Lord’s Prayer, highlights this fact. Each subheading describes a different aspect of 
prayer. By the time a student has finished the book they have a good understanding of 
different types of prayer. The subjects covered include: calling God our Father, Worship, 
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Kingdom Principles, God’s Plan for the Believer’s Life, Asking God for Your Needs, 
Victory in Life’s Battle, Protection from Evil and finally, Praise.9  
 His desire to help people get past superficial indicators of prayer to a deeply 
personal and fulfilling prayer life is what drove the author to use the Lord’s Prayer, not as 
a liturgical element nor as a scriptural conclusion, but rather as a model for prayer to be 
used by all Christians. Towns is right, the Lord’s Prayer as a pattern can lead a Christian 
into a deeper and more fulfilling prayer life. In fact, Towns argues throughout the book 
that if a believer fully uses the Lord’s Prayer as a pattern of prayer they will have a full, 
vibrant and complete prayer life. He states it this way, “When you finished praying the 
Lord’s Prayer, you have said everything you need to say to God.”10  
 The book also allows space for the student to digest what they have learned. This 
is done at the end of each chapter through both a short three-step Bible study as well as 
the use of the spiritual discipline of journaling. The journaling suggestion has the 
potential to be particularly powerful because it gives the student insight into the habits of 
their own prayer life. In introducing this idea he says, “Each day you will approach the 
Father in a different way. You will have different needs, different moods and different 
circumstances. Write how you approached God in a previous prayer. Later, when you 
review the various ways you approached God, you will broaden your understanding of 
how to come to God.”11 The Bible studies are a short review of what has been covered in 
the chapter, helping the student to connect specific Scriptures with the concept that is 
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being taught in each chapter. A good example is found at the end of the chapter on 
Kingdom Principles. Towns lists a few of the verses that talk of the Kingdom of God. 
 These Bible studies at the end of each chapter and the way Scripture is used are 
the main drawbacks to the book. First the book does not cover in any detail the scriptural 
settings of the two places where the Lord’s Prayer appears: Matthew and Luke. While 
surveying key words and phrases Towns misses important points. One good example is 
that Towns flatly states, “The Old Testament Jew did not think of God as an intimate 
father.”12 However there are multiple places within the Psalms and the prophets where 
God is portrayed as a loving father. In Psalm 2, God is portrayed as a Father to the King 
(Psalm 2:7). In Psalm 68 God is called “a Father to the fatherless” (Psalm 68:5). In 
Isaiah, “But you are our Father, though Abraham does not know us or Israel acknowledge 
us; you, O LORD, are our Father, our Redeemer from of old is your name” (Isaiah 
63:16). There are other examples, not only in the Psalms, and Isaiah, but also in Proverbs, 
Jeremiah, and Malachi. It would have made for a more textured study if Towns had taken 
this significant scriptural witness into account and how these Scriptures influence the way 
we pray to God as our Father. 
 The Bible studies at the end of the chapters are very shallow; they are topical in 
nature. Scripture is not really studied but rather used to prove a specific point. The 
student does not deal with passages of Scripture but rather a couple verses plucked out of 
context. The questions asked are designed for a specific answer not necessarily to invite a 
careful reading of the text. For example in the “Three-Step Bible Study on Getting 
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Forgiveness”13 Towns quotes “If we confess our sins he is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness,” (1 John 1:9) and then asks the 
question, “How can a disobedient child of God get forgiveness?”14 The answer is obvious 
- ask for it. In his defense, Towns is dealing with basic doctrines that require simple 
answers. However, at a minimum, the student would be better served if they were asked 
to read 1 John 1:5-9 and paraphrase the meaning of that passage rather than give answers 
to simplistic questions. Not only would the student get the answer on “getting 
forgiveness,” they would have a better overall understanding of forgiveness and the 
particular passage out of 1 John.  
 Overall, Praying the Lord’s Prayer for Spiritual Breakthrough is a good 
introductory book on prayer using the Lord’s Prayer as a pattern for talking with God our 
Father. Towns is transparent with his own struggles and the book is filled with personal 
stories that help to illustrate the point. The use of the spiritual discipline of journaling is 
an important and helpful part of the study. However, in his desire to keep his Bible 
studies simple Towns has made them simplistic. Seldom are more than a couple verses 
examined at a time and then only to answer a specific question. There is no careful 
reading of Scripture. Towns’ study on the Lord’s Prayer is not really a study of the 
Scripture texts the prayer is based on, but rather a dialogue with one of the traditional 
protestant versions of that prayer and a template on how to use it in the believer’s prayer 
life. 
 
                                                
 13 Towns, Praying the Lord’s Prayer for Spiritual Breakthrough, 158. 
 
 14 Ibid., 159. 
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The Prodigal God: Recovering the Heart of the Christian Faith 
 In this short book and excellent study Timothy Keller does a superb job in 
blending both styles. Pastor Keller’s book along with an excellent multi-media 
presentation and small group curriculum immerses the student in the text. The study 
allows the student time to connect the Scriptures to his or her own life. 
  Keller does use his own personal story in addition to drawing on a variety of 
different sources including Peter Shaffer,15 C. S. Lewis,16 Martin Luther,17 and Isak 
Dinesen.18 His most important source is Luke 15, what is traditionally called “The 
Parable of the Prodigal Son.”19 He returns again and again to the text and the context. For 
example, when he talk about the hope that is evident in the parable, Keller writes this, 
It is important to read Jesus’ parable of the lost son in the context of the 
whole of Luke, chapter 15, but the story has an even larger context. If we 
read the narrative in the light of the Bible’s sweeping theme of exile and 
homecoming we will understand that Jesus has given us more than a 
moving account of individual redemption. He has retold the story of the 
whole human race and promised nothing less than hope for the world.20 
 
This is one example among many. Keller never strays far from the text and works hard in 
making sure that the parable is understood in its original context, thus bringing out 
different facets of the parable that are often missed by your typical sermon or Bible study. 
                                                
 15 Timothy Keller, The Prodigal God: Recovering the Heart of the Christian Faith (New York: 
Dutton, 2008) 39. 
 
 16 Ibid., 93. 
 
 17 Ibid., 119. 
 
 18 Ibid., 128. 
 
19 Ibid., xii. 
 
 20 Ibid., 90. 
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It is this coming back to the biblical text and context that makes Keller’s short book such 
a powerful objective study.  
 If the book is done as a small group Bible study, Keller provides input through a 
DVD presentation. The DVD, however, does not dominate the small group time. After 
the first session, the DVD portion of the study time is less than five minutes. The study 
guide that accompanies the DVD outlines a class time that provides plenty of time for 
questions and answers, along with an extended time of prayer. This allows participants to 
process and connect the excellent exegetical work of the study with their own personal 
faith life. The prayer time might have been made deeper and richer by approaching the 
text through different Spiritual disciplines of prayer. Lectio Divina is one example. This 
is a minor critique. On the whole, Timothy Keller’s book does an excellent job in 
balancing objective “head knowledge” with subjective “heart understanding.” The 
Prodigal God is one of the best books in the genre. 
 
Blending Head and Heart 
 Keller’s book does the best in maintaining the balance between the objective and 
subjective. Each of these studies, however, has important strengths that can inform the 
Strands of John curriculum. There are also several cautionary notes that must be gleaned 
from each study to make Strands of John a more effective course. 
 
Head Knowledge 
 On the objective side, both Crossways and The Prodigal God’s use solid biblical 
scholarship to help the students study Scripture in-depth. Crossways takes the time to 
place specific books within their cultural, historical, and textual context. Timothy 
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Keller’s careful exegetical work on Luke 15 gives the student a better understanding of 
that specific scriptural text. 
 There are two cautions: first, historical-critical tools should not get in the way of 
the text; rather, they should be used to encourage students to read the text with greater 
care than they would otherwise. Second, it is important that time is taken to allow the 
student to process the insights gained from an objective study and then to apply those 
insights to life and faith. The structure of the Strands of John course needs to develop a 
rhythm between input and consideration. Once information is presented then the student 
needs time to understand the text and to draw connections between the text and their 
faith. A straight lecture format, even if there is plenty of time for questions and answers, 
does not fulfill this element for any study. Using the lecture format to get at the meaning 
of the text for the life of the student would simply be a mini-sermon and risk missing real 
opportunities for the student to connect the text to intimate portions of his or her life. To 
that end, the students need time to contemplate and discuss what they have just learned 
and its personal application.  
 
Heart Understanding 
 Moving back to the subjective study, Elmer Towns’ study on the Lord’s Prayer 
had two very helpful features. First, his use of the spiritual discipline of journaling helps 
the student not only to process but also record what they are learning and how they are 
developing. It provides space for the student to ruminate on his or her prayer life as well 
as a method for the student to review how the class has changed that prayer life. 
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 In addition to his use of journaling, as Towns proceeds through the study he 
returns to certain themes again and again. For example, he not only addresses the 
importance of praise and worship when he discusses the first petition, “Hallowed be your 
name” but he returns to that theme several times throughout the book. In introducing 
“Gives us this day our daily bread” he says this, “The first question of life is, “Why am I 
here?” We are on this earth to bring glory to God, which we do in several ways. One of 
the ways is how we take care of ourselves and provide for our needs. God made us to 
have needs so we’d look to him to supply them.”21  
 A very serious note of caution in regards to this study, Strands of John needs to be 
biblically sound. While it is important for the students to gain new insights into their faith 
life, those insights must come from a careful reading of Scripture, not simply using the 
text as a springboard to launch into some theological insight or new pietistic practice. 
Again, Prodigal God does an excellent job of blending “head knowledge” with “heart 
understanding.” The study takes the time to carefully present the text and then allows 
time for the student to apply the text to his or her own life.  
 
Final Conclusions 
 Finally, none of these three studies equip the believer to encounter the Bible on 
their own. Nor do they help a student develop methodologies and strategies to read the 
Bible without always resorting to a commentary, study guide, or some other expert 
source. To be fair, they have not set as their goal helping the student to develop and 
practice ways of encountering the Bible on their own. There are, however, many 
                                                
 21 Towns, Praying the Lord’s Prayer for Spiritual Breakthrough, 128. 
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excellent resources that help a person to do just that, either through an inductive study 
method or through the use of particular spiritual disciplines. Some of these resources are 
the following books: Methodical Bible Study,22 Shaped By The Word,23 The Bible Comes 
Alive,24 The Armchair Mystic,25 and Contemplative Bible Reading.26. 
 One of the Goals of the Strands of John study are not only to teach the Gospel of 
John but also to blend the use of both the classical spiritual disciplines, as well as, an 
inductive Bible study method. Using these powerful tools a leader may teach participants 
how to engage Scripture, and in that engagement deepen and animate their relationship 
with the Living Word, Jesus Christ. Before these two approaches can be integrated and a 
study of the Gospel of John developed, a better understanding of three crucial areas must 
be achieved. First, examine why the Gospel of John is best suited for just such a study 
that blends the objective and the subjective. Second, come to a keener appreciation of 
why the Lutheran understanding of the Gospel and the power of the “Priesthood of the 
Baptized” need to be important foundational principles for this study. Finally, come to 
better understand how the classical spiritual disciplines, which have sprouted and grown 
not in the field of Protestant piety, but rather in the field of Catholic devotion, can be 
blended with traditional Protestant piety and polity. It is these three important resources: 
                                                
 22 Robert A. Traina, Methodical Bible Study (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1952).  
 
 23 Robert M. Mulholland, Shaped By The Word: The Power of Scripture in Spiritual Formation 
(Nashville, TN: Upper Room, 1985). 
 
 24 Hans-Ruedi Weber, The Bible Comes Alive: New Approaches for Bible Study Group (Valley 
Forge, PA: Judson Press, 1996). 
 
 25 Mark E. Thibodeaux and Mark J. Link, The Armchair Mystic: The easing into Contemplative 
prayer (Cincinnati, OH: St. Anthony Messenger Press, 2001).  
 
 26 Richard Peace, Contemplative Bible Reading: Experiencing God Through Scripture: A Spiritual 
Formation Study Guide (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 1998). 
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the Gospel of John, Protestant theology, and Catholic practice — as well as how these 
three foundational principles interact that are the next chapter’s focus.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART TWO 
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION AND COURSE DESIGN 
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CHAPTER THREE 
JOHN’S GOSPEL, A LUTHERAN THEOLOGY, AND CATHOLIC PRACTICES 
 
 The Strands of John course rests on three important pillars. They are first and 
foremost, the unique nature of the Gospel itself, second, the Lutheran theological 
understanding of the power of Scripture in the hands of the laity, and finally the historic 
Catholic practices used to encounter the Bible in an experiential and personal way. As the 
study develops it is important to understand these major theological underpinnings and 
how each interacts with the other two.  
 
John, Unique Among the Gospels 
 Each Gospel has its own perspective and tells the Jesus story from that lens. 
However, even the casual reader of the New Testament quickly starts to notice significant 
differences between the Gospel of John and the other three Gospels. That reader might 
not be able to identify what makes John different from Matthew, Mark and Luke but 
notices that its mood and feel are distinct. Scholars and the Church have long noted the 
distinction. They have grouped together the first three Gospels under the heading of 
Synoptic Gospels, while John has stood alone in its unique story of Jesus. It is that 
distinction that has also drawn current scholars from across the theological spectrum to 
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study and write on John: people from F.F. Bruce to Raymond Brown, from Marianne 
Meye Thompson to N. T. Wright, from Craig Koester to Jo Anne Brant, and many more. 
All of these scholars acknowledge the distinctive nature of the Gospel. That difference 
makes the Gospel of John uniquely suited not only to teach students the Jesus story, but 
also to coach them in how to engage the Scriptures in a way that enriches their faith life.  
 
The Goal of the Gospel 
 The unique nature of the Gospel of John is illuminated by its simple stated goal. 
To be sure, the other three Gospels have a specific purpose in mind. Luke, for example, 
states his purpose in the first couple verses of his Gospel. Not even Luke, however, can 
match the profound simplicity of John’s goal. John proclaims it at the end of his story; 
“Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not 
recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30-31). 
John wrote his Gospel so that the reader might encounter Jesus as the Messiah and in that 
relationship gain life abundant. Thompson restates John’s primary goal this way: 
First, the Gospel seeks to assure those who have the written word rather 
than the Incarnate Word among them that their faith is no way second best 
or inferior to that of the eyewitnesses. The written word by recounting the 
signs and words that Jesus did and said, puts one in the position of 
“seeing” the signs and hearing the words of Jesus and so of coming to 
faith.1 
 
This simple, straightforward purpose is the frame used by the Evangelist to weave his 
story of Jesus. While John’s purpose is most succinctly and clearly stated at the end of 
                                                
 1 Marianne Meye Thompson, The God of the Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001), 116. 
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the Gospel, he introduces that purpose in the first chapter and states it again in different 
ways throughout the book. In chapter 1 the Evangelist tells his readers, “Yet to all who 
received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of 
God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, 
but born of God” (John 1:12-13).  
 John’s theme is not just stated by the narrator but declared by Jesus throughout 
the Gospel. In chapter 3 Jesus tells Nicodemus, in one of the most quoted verses of the 
Bible, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever 
believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Again in the chapter 4, 
“But whoever drinks the water I will give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give 
them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life” (John 4:14). This 
reality starts to be echoed by the disciples in chapter 6 Peter confesses, “Lord, to whom 
shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the 
Holy One of God” (John 6:68-69). There are many other examples throughout the 
Gospel; John’s theme is proclaimed on almost every page of his Gospel. The Evangelist’s 
clearly stated goal makes John in many ways the simplest of the four Gospels.  
 
The Weaving of the Jesus Story 
 At the same time, it is also the subtlest of the four Gospels. It weaves into the 
Jesus story multiple strands from multiple sources including the Old Testament, as well 
as Greek and Roman culture. John often chooses not to simply present his information in 
a straight didactic manner but like a fine craftsman weaves a tapestry portrait of Jesus 
using various events, themes and symbols as his strands of thread. A comparison between 
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the synoptic Gospels and John highlights this difference. The synoptic Gospels, 
particularly Matthew, present the Old Testament in a straightforward verse-quoting 
manner, not so with John. John ties his Gospel to the Old Testament through image, 
illustration and story. As Raymond Brown argues, “John reflects ever more clearly than 
the synoptic Gospels the great currents of Old Testament thought. Jesus is presented as 
the Messiah, the servant of Yahweh, the King of Israel, and the Prophet—all figures in 
the gallery of Old Testament expectations. Many of the allusions to the Old Testament 
are subtle but quite real.”2 These strands, or themes, are profound symbols that present 
Christ’s divinity and emphasize His connection to the people of God. Craig Koester, a 
Lutheran Johannine scholar, writes, “Much of the Gospel witness is presented in 
symbolic form and in Johannine terms an effective symbol must allow people to ‘remain’ 
in Jesus.”3  
 There are at least four major strands or themes that run through the Gospel like a 
bright red thread through a tapestry. They are: the Seven Signs of Jesus’ ministry, the “I 
AM” sayings of Jesus’ teaching, the use of Jewish festivals to highlight Jesus' fulfillment 
of Old Testament covenants, and conversations with individuals and groups to depict 
humanity’s varied response to all of the above. These four strands carry the flow and 
movement of John’s story of Jesus. When these major strands are examined within the 
whole witness of Scripture they provide theological depth and breadth to the simple 
                                                
 2 Raymond Edward Brown, The Gospel According to John, The Anchor Bible, (Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), L.X.  
 
 3 Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery, Community 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 220. 
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stated purpose of John. As they are studied and reflected upon these strands not only 
allow the believer to “remain” in Jesus, as Koester suggests, but also to deepen their 
understanding of the character of Jesus. In addition to their theological insights, the 
strands also provide a vehicle to teach John in a different way than a strict chronological 
teaching of the Gospel. This possibility is explored in later chapters.  
 Along with these major strands there are many more strands woven into the 
tapestry of John’s Gospel. To stay with the metaphor, they provide texture and vibrancy 
to this woven portrait of Jesus. Some of these strands are quite significant, for example, 
in the first chapter the Evangelist compares Jesus to Moses (who represents the Law), 
“For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 
1:17). John returns to that comparison multiple times. Also in the first chapter the 
Evangelist describes Jesus’ incarnation in this way, “The light shines in the darkness, but 
the darkness has not understood it” (John 1:15). Again this comparison between light and 
dark, day and night, sight and blindness recurs through much of the Gospel. Other 
important strands include: glory/glorify, hour/time, water, worship, and manna. Much 
like the major strands, looking closer at these themes deepens the student’s understanding 
of Jesus Christ that they might continue to remain in their Lord and Savior. It is this 
intricate weaving of themes or strands that gives John its subtle complexity. Because of 
that complexity it is a Gospel that both the student and the scholar can read multiple 
times and hear it speak in new and fresh ways. 
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Design for a Diverse Population 
 The intricacy of John makes it the ideal Gospel to reach a diverse audience. Many 
scholars think that this subtle yet simple Gospel was designed to do exactly that, 
communicate the Jesus story to the diverse populations within the Roman Empire. Until 
our own, ancient Roman culture was, as mentioned in Chapter 1, the most ethnically 
diverse society in the history of the world. Roman people came from diverse ethnic and 
religious backgrounds, varied educational and economic levels, as well as having 
dramatically different perspectives on spirituality and religion. Again Koester shares his 
insights, “It seems probable that the final form of the Gospel engaged Christians of 
different backgrounds; Jewish, Samaritan and Greek.”4 
 Clues are revealed about that diversity by noticing the different philosophical and 
cultural factors that influence the Gospel. Brown, who cautions against being overly 
speculative in trying to attach John to some specific school of thought, like Christian or 
Pre-Christian Gnosticism, admits that John’s terminology “sprang from a combination of 
oriental speculation on wisdom and Greek abstract thought.”5 John’s Gospel, as noted 
above, reflects the great themes of the Hebrew Scriptures but at the same time is 
influenced by Greek thought and structure.  
 Another interesting multi-cultural possibility is that parts of John seem to mirror 
the structure of Greek drama. Jo-Anne Brant is the latest in a long list of scholars that has 
noticed that the Gospel has many of the same elements as Greek drama. She is also 
                                                
 4 Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 19. 
 
 5 Brown, The Gospel According to John, LIX. 
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cautious about pinpointing a specific audience, but in her introduction she tell how the 
nature of the audience influences the writing of the Gospel, “My objective is to unmask 
the skilled artistry of the Gospel, designed to produce a compelling rendition of the story 
of Jesus capable of finding an audience where Homeric epics and Greek tragedies were 
still read.”6 The point is not to connect John with some specific school of thought or to 
target a specific audience for which the Gospel was written, Brown’s caution is a good 
one, but rather, to simply note the rich cultural milieu that was the Greco-Roman world 
and that John’s Gospel proclaims the Jesus story to that diverse setting.  
 John’s proclamation in and to the multi-ethnic environment of the Roman Empire 
was successful. This Gospel not only spoke to the inhabitants of the Roman world but it 
continued to speak as culture changed. John’s Gospel has not only spanned cultures but 
also time. Whether purposely designed or not, John has appealed to a wide range of 
different people over the last nineteen hundred years of its existence. F. F. Bruce, who 
does try in his commentary to define a specific audience, also acknowledges, 
Whoever may have formed the original target for the Evangelist’s 
persuasion, his persuasive power has proved effective with readers of 
many diverse types. Not unnaturally, readers of philosophical and mystical 
turn of mind have found this Gospel specially congenial. But its message 
has spoken directly to the conditions of a much more unlikely set of 
hearers… Its straight unequivocal words about sin and salvation somehow 
go home and carry conviction to the most abandoned, while its direct 
invitation wins a response like nothing else does. Together with many 
others throughout nineteen centuries find in their own experience an echo 
of what first authenticated the Evangelist’s record, we know that his 
testimony is true (John 21:20).7  
 
                                                
 6 Jo-Anne Brant, Dialogue and Drama: Elements of Greek Tragedy in the fourth Gospel  
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publisher, 2004), 6. 
 
 7 F. F. Bruce, The Gospel of John: Introduction, Exposition and Notes (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1983), 13. 
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Bruce goes on to underline the Gospel’s ability to connect with a large spectrum of 
people across the ages. The communicative power of this Gospel was not confined to the 
Greco-Roman world but has reached down to the present day. It has touched and changed 
the lives of millions as they have encountered in the words of the Gospel, the Living 
Word—Jesus.  
 These three factors: the simple stated goal of the Gospel, the subtle weaving of 
the story through symbols and themes, and the fact that John continues to speak to a 
diverse group of people spanning time, culture, ethnicity, and socio-economic 
background make it ideally suited to reach the diverse audience of Discover Church. It 
can become a powerful tool of evangelism and discipleship. In the introduction to his 
commentary on John N.T. Wright brings together all three. At the same time he firmly 
anchors John’s Gospel in the historic life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.  
The Gospel of John has always been a favorite for many. At one level the 
simplest of all the Gospels; at another level it is the most profound. It 
gives the appearance of being written by someone who is a very close 
friend of Jesus and who spent the rest of his life mulling over, more and 
more deeply, what Jesus had done and said and achieved, praying it 
through from every angle, and helping others to understand it. Countless 
people down the centuries have found that, through reading this Gospel, 
the figure of Jesus becomes real to them, full of warmth and light and 
promise. It is in fact one of the great books of literature of the world; and 
part of its greatness is the way it reveals it secrets not just to high-flown 
learning, but to those who come to it with humility and hope.8 
 
As N.T. Wright makes clear, this is a Gospel for the earnest seeker and dedicated disciple 
alike. It is ideally suited to not only bring people closer to Jesus but also equip them to 
engage the Scriptures on their own in a mature manner, in order that the student, no 
                                                
 8 N.T. Wright, John For Everyone Part One: Chapters 1-10 (Louisville: Westminster, John Knox 
Press, 2004), 1:X. 
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matter what their background, might establish their faith in Jesus Christ and have life in 
his name. 
 
Living Word, Written Word and the Believer  
 The belief that in reading and studying the written Word one can encounter the 
Living Word is at the heart of the Gospel of John; it is also one of the primary insights of 
the Reformation. Martin Luther, an Augustinian Monk in the sixteenth century, was 
terrified by his own sinfulness in the light of God’s holiness. This terror drove him to the 
monastery and led him to extreme acts of piety. Luther finally found relief in the pages of 
Scripture. The Psalms, Paul’s letter to the Romans and the Gospel of John revealed a God 
that was not only holy but also gracious and loving. This new understanding birthed in 
Luther a love for the written Word. Luther discovered that the Scriptures were, “the 
swaddling clothes and the manager in which Christ lies.”9 
 Luther’s desire to put the Scriptures in the hands of laity is one of the driving 
forces of the Reformation. He was convinced that the Scriptures, properly understood, 
would not only ignite faith in the heart of the hearer or reader but would also be the 
primary factor in reforming the Church. While a complete survey of Luther’s 
understanding of Scripture is outside the scope of this paper, it is important that the 
resources of the Lutheran tradition, specifically Luther’s understanding of the power of 
the Scriptures and the importance of the laity inform the Strands of John study. In fact, 
Luther’s theological perspective on Scripture and the proper role of interpretation is 
supported by two important theological tenets: Luther’s understanding of the Gospel, and 
                                                
 9 Timothy F. Lull, ed., Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1989), 119. 
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the “Priesthood of the Baptized.” They were for Luther the brackets that contain the 
proper perspective on how to interpret Scripture. Much of his writing was composed to 
combat wrongful interpretation that strayed outside these two important markers. Both of 
these theological propositions need to be examined in detail, but taken together they echo 
John’s simple stated goal that in reading the written word you might believe and have life 
in Jesus, the Living Word. 
 
Luther’s Understanding of The Gospel 
 Luther did not simply equate the term Gospel with the first four books of the 
Bible or even the general story of Jesus. The Gospel for Luther was much simpler and 
more profound than those standard definitions of the term. For Luther the “Gospel” was 
God’s love and God’s salvation in the Cross of Christ. It was this understanding of the 
Gospel that was the foundation of Luther’s grace focused theology.  
 In Lutheran theology the term “Gospel” is often used in conjunction with the term 
“Law” as in “Law /Gospel.” The tension between “Law/Gospel” was a major focus of 
Luther’s spirituality and this “Law/Gospel” dichotomy is still the primary way of 
understanding the Scriptures in Lutheran theology today. All of Scripture can be divided 
into “Law/Gospel.” The Law kills; the Gospel gives life. The Law terrifies; the Gospel 
gives hope. The Law binds; the Gospel gives freedom. Ultimately the Law, which no 
human can hope to fulfill, drives the sinner to the Gospel in the Cross of Christ. The 
Gospel is understood both as a replacement of the Law and the fulfillment of the Law. 
The best description of that movement from Law to Gospel comes from a devotional 
piece that Luther wrote to his barber in 1519,  
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First of all, you must no longer contemplate the suffering of Christ (for 
this has already done its work and terrified you), but pass beyond that and 
see his friendly heart and how this heart beats with such love for you that 
it impels him to bear with pain your conscience and your sin. Then your 
heart will be filled with love for him, and the confidence of your faith will 
be strengthened. Now continue and rise beyond Christ’s heart to God’s 
heart and you will see that Christ would not have shown this love for you 
if God in his eternal love had not wanted this, for Christ’s love for you is 
due to his obedience to God. Thus you will find the divine and kind 
paternal heart, and as Christ says you will be drawn to the Father through 
him. Then you will understand the words of Christ, “For God so loved the 
world that he gave his only Son. Etc.” [John 3:16]. We know God aright 
when we grasp him not in his might or wisdom (for then he proves 
terrifying), but in his kindness and love. Then faith and confidence are 
able to exist, and then man is truly born anew in God.10 
 
 This simple and profound sense of the Gospel is not confined to the first four 
books of the New Testament but is throughout the Holy Writ. Luther explains the 
relationship between the Gospel and the Scriptures in this way: “One should thus realize 
there is only one Gospel but that it is described by many apostles. Every single epistle of 
Paul, and Peter as well as the Acts of the Apostles by Luke is a Gospel.”11 If a passage in 
Scripture proclaims Christ, God’s Son, crucified and resurrected for our salvation then it 
was part of the Gospel. This holds true for passages within the Old Testament, “Yes even 
the teaching of the prophets, in those places where they speak of Christ is nothing but the 
true, pure and proper – Gospel.”12 
 Luther uses this primary understanding of Gospel to evaluate the various books in 
the New Testament. He found, at times, that the Gospel was better articulated by Paul or 
                                                
 10 Martin Luther, Church and Ministry I, edited by Eric W. Gritsch Luther’s Works, vol. 39 of 
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 11 Lull, Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 104. 
 
 12 Ibid., 105. 
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one of the other books of the New Testament than in Matthew, Mark or Luke. Please note 
the absence of John in the last sentence. John was one of Luther’s favorite books 
precisely because it so clearly articulated the Gospel in the words of Christ. He wrote in 
his preface to the New Testament, “John’s Gospel is one, fine, true and chief Gospel and 
is far, far to be preferred over the other three, and placed high above them.”13 Luther 
thought that John accomplished his goal. People who read his Gospel encounter Jesus and 
“believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God and . . . by believing have life in his 
name” (John 20:31). Luther’s understanding of the Gospel and John’s simple goal affirms 
the Gospel of John as a very appropriate book to help a Lutheran congregation to deepen 
their relationship with Jesus.  
 Another important factor that goes hand in hand with the Lutheran perspective of 
Gospel is the Lutheran understanding that there is no need for a human mediator. All 
Christians can encounter the Living Word through careful reading of the written Word. 
No one person is ordained to mediate between the believer and Christ, “every Christian 
who possesses the word of God is taught and anointed by God to be a priest.”14 
“Priesthood of All Believers” or the “Priesthood of the Baptized” was the eventual label 
given to this important insight.  
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 14 Martin Luther, Church and Ministry I, 309. 
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Priesthood of the Baptized 
A priest is someone that goes to God for the people and goes to the people for 
God. The understanding of the late-medieval period is that the laity needed the priesthood 
of the Catholic Church to approach Christ. Specifically, only the Catholic priesthood 
could administer the Sacraments but also that only the Catholic priesthood could properly 
understand the Scriptures and interpret them for the rest of society. Luther challenged that 
understanding at every level. Luther did not abolish the ordained ministry. He saw it as 
needed for the good order of the Church but he made it clear that every man, woman and 
child had the ability to come near to God through faith. He was convinced that faith and 
trust in Jesus Christ alone is what allowed a person to receive the Sacrament and draw 
closer to Christ. In the same way faith allowed the believer to read Scripture and 
encounter Jesus Christ. One of Luther’s best explanations of the “Priesthood of the 
Baptized” comes in his essay on the Mass written in 1520,  
For all those who have the faith that Christ is a priest for them in heaven 
before God, and who lay on him their prayers and praise, their need and 
their whole selves, presenting them through him, not doubting that he does 
this very thing, and offers himself for them –these people . . . wherever 
they may be are true priests. They truly observe the mass aright and also 
obtain by it what they desire. For faith must do everything. Faith alone is 
the true priestly office. It permits no one else to take its place. Therefore 
all Christian men are priest, all women priestesses, be they young or old, 
master or servant, mistress or maid, learned or unlearned. Here there is no 
difference, unless faith be unequal.15 
 
Every man, woman and child was a priest because Christ was their high priest and 
through him all believers had direct access to God. 
                                                
 15 Martin Luther, Word and Sacrament I, edited by E. Theodore Bachmann Luther’s Works, vol. 
35 of Luther’s Works edited by Helmut T. Lehman. (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960), 101. 
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Luther’s trust in this reality motivated him to translate the Bible into the German 
vernacular in order that the laity could read the Scriptures for themselves and “have the 
faith that Christ is a priest for them.”16 It is also what motivated him to write the Small 
Catechism as a resource, as one Luther scholar described it, “For ordinary people . . . the 
Christian that lives in the world rather than the monastery.”17 Luther believed and hoped 
that the laity, once trained and within the context of a community of faith, could engage 
Scripture and in that engagement not only deepen their own faith but also introduce 
others to the Gospel message. He understood that gifted individuals would be called to 
the specific ministries of preaching and teaching, yet he also affirmed that every Christian 
was entrusted with the Word as a priest, one who carried God’s Word for others. He 
could say, “For a priest, especially in the New Testament, was not made but was born. He 
was born not indeed of the flesh, but through a birth of the Spirit, by water and the Spirit 
through washing for regeneration (John 3:6f.; Titus 3:5f.). Indeed all Christians are 
priests, and all priests are Christians.”18 Luther never abandoned this conviction, though 
at times the response of laity and clergy alike deeply disappointed him. 
  Their tepid response eventually led to an uneasy tension between this basic 
theological tenet of the Lutheran tradition and the actual relationship between clergy and 
laity. In the generations that followed Luther’s reforms, the ordained Lutheran clergy 
while accepting “Priesthood of the Baptized” as a theological truth seldom put it into 
                                                
 
 16 Martin Luther, Word and Sacrament I, 101. 
 
 17 Lull, Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 410. 
 
 18 Martin Luther, Church and Ministry II, edited by Conrad W. Bergendoff, Luther’s Works, vol. 
40 of Luther’s Works edited by Helmut T. Lehman. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1958), 21. 
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authentic practice, as evidenced by the way the clergy treated the laity. One historian 
describe clergy in the mid-seventeenth-century in this way, “The congregation was 
subject to the rule of its minister, who often acted more like a policeman than a pastor.”19  
 The “Priesthood of the Baptized,” however, is not simply an academic exercise 
nor is it a program for the super-spiritual. Rather it has the same force and push as John’s 
goal for his Gospel: that people might have life in Jesus’ name. The “Priesthood of the 
Baptized” is a theological tool to accomplish just that. It can help the ordinary disciple 
live their faith in everyday life. Philip Jacob Spener, a young Lutheran pastor and one of 
the founders of the Pietist movement, reclaimed that understanding and challenged the 
practical clericalism of his day. He did it by reminding the church of Luther’s 
understanding of the priesthood of all believers, “Nobody can read Luther’s writings with 
some care without observing how earnestly the sainted man advocated this spiritual 
priesthood, according to which not only ministers but all Christians are made priests by 
their Savior, are anointed by the Holy Spirit, and are dedicated to perform spiritual-
priestly acts.”20 
Spener went on to outline a series of reforms, the first two of which were, “more 
extensive use of the Word of God among us”21 and “the establishment and diligent 
exercise of the spiritual priesthood.”22 To accomplish these reforms Spener suggested 
                                                
 19 Philip Jacob Spener, Pia Desideria, edited by Theodore G. Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress 
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 20 Ibid., 92. 
 
 21 Ibid., 87. 
 
 22 Ibid., 92. 
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Christians meet together in small groups to discuss the simple meaning of Scripture in a 
way that strengthens their faith. These Collegia Pietatis became the backbone of the 
Lutheran Pietist movement, which influenced the Moravian tradition, which in turn 
influenced John and Charles Wesley and their own reforms within the Church of 
England.23 Each of these important movements had the same simple truth that is stated as 
John’s goal. A person can read the Scriptures in faith and encounter the Living Word.  
 An example of how this doctrine plays out within the Lutheran tradition comes 
from the early part of the twentieth century. In the crucible of Nazi Germany, Dietrich 
Bonheoffer, a Lutheran pastor, develops a simple and powerful understanding of the 
“Priesthood of the Baptized.” He makes it clear that no one, not the well-educated 
professor, nor the deeply spiritual lay-leader can stand between Jesus and the believer,  
Because Christ stands between me and others, I dare not desire direct 
fellowship with them. As only Christ can speak to me in such a way that I 
may be saved, so others too can be saved only by Christ himself. This 
means that I must release the other person from every attempt of mine to 
regulate, coerce and dominate him with my love. The other person needs 
to retain his independence of me; to be loved for what he is, as one for 
whom Christ became man, died and rose again, for whom Christ brought 
forgiveness of sins and eternal life.24 
 
 In Life Together Bonheoffer develops a standard of communal living that lives out 
this understanding of the “Priesthood of the Baptized.” In his use of Scripture, in his 
tension between time together and time alone, and his confidence that God works in the 
believer’s life Bonheoffer echoes John’s desire that people in reading the written word 
about Jesus would meet the Living Word. In short, the encounter with Jesus is a personal 
                                                
 23 Spener, Pia Desideria, 13. 
  
24 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: A Discussion of Christian Fellowship Trans. John 
Doberstein (San Francisco: Harper and Row Publishers, 1954), 35. 
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one; at the same time, that encounter happens in community. The Church needs to 
support and encourage the relationship between Jesus and the believer and resist the 
temptation to coerce, dictate or manipulate it.  
 The Strands of John study needs to take seriously Luther, Spener and 
Bonheoffer’s understanding of the “Priesthood of the Baptized.” Every person can draw 
close to God through faith. Whether they are a seventy-year-old life-long North 
American Lutheran, or a thirty-five-year-old Liberian immigrant or nineteen-year-old 
caucasian young adult they can personally experience the Living Word —Jesus from 
their own perspective and experience. It is a personal encounter that happens in 
community. No one person can stand between the disciple and their Lord. The study must 
be careful not to manipulate. It must allow space for the student not only to study the 
Gospel but also to personally encounter Jesus through that study.  
 
Proper Role of Interpretation 
 A balance must be struck between presenting the best in biblical interpretation 
and not using biblical interpretation as a short cut for the student experiencing the text for 
themselves. The principles of Law/Gospel and the “Priesthood of the Baptized” provide 
the brackets for the Strand of John study to do just that. The study should present the 
Gospel, as Luther understood the word. Too often in the present day, as in Luther’s day, 
Christ (the Gospel) is turned into another Moses (the Law) but as John proclaims, “The 
Law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17). 
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As Luther put it, “The chief article and foundation of the Gospel is that before you take 
Christ as an example you accept and recognize him as gift.”25  
 In addition the study needs to take seriously that every baptized believer has 
direct fellowship with Jesus Christ and it is in that fellowship that the believer discovers 
abundant life. The study must not spoon-feed the text to the student, telling him or her 
what it specifically means for their life individually; rather it should make space for the 
student to encounter the text personally.  
 That encounter, however, does not happen in private but within the community. 
The student, while personally encountering the text, can learn from the love, support, and 
challenge of the community. It is to that practical concern, providing space for the student 
to interact with the text in a personal way, that the paper turns to the Catholic practices of 
spiritual reading, and to one of its chief proponents, Saint Ignatius of Loyola. 
 
Encountering the Gospel through Spiritual Reading 
One of the ironies of history is that while it was the Protestant Reformation that 
placed the Scriptures in the hands of the laity, it was the Roman Catholic response in the 
decades following the Reformation that provided powerful techniques for the follower of 
Christ to encounter Scripture in life changing ways. These techniques adapted for the 
Strands of John study allow students to encounter the Living Word of John’s Gospel. 
 
Saint Ignatius and His Exercises  
 Saint Ignatius, the founder of the Jesuit order, is one of the chief architects of 
these techniques. Inigo de Loyola was born into a titled family in the Basque region of 
                                                
 25 Lull, Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 106. 
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the Spanish Empire around the year 1491. Ignatius was a wildly romantic youth who 
regularly daydreamed about doing great and noble things both in battle and at court.  
 Ignatius was converted in 1521. While recovering from a leg wound he received 
in battle, Ignatius asked for books to read. There were only two books in the home of his 
convalescence: Golden Legends by Jacobus de Voragine, which is a compilation of the 
lives of the Saints, and Ludolph’s Life of Christ. After reading these books Ignatius’ 
imagination took a different turn. He started to imagine himself following Jesus as one of 
the great saints instead of being a great knight at war or in the court of the emperor. He 
noticed that when he daydreamed about following Christ like Saint Francis or Saint 
Dominic he felt at peace; when he daydreamed about being a knight he was irritated and 
restless. These feelings that Ignatius later called consolation and disconsolation 
eventually led him to a conversion experience. It is from this imaginative portion of his 
conversion experience that Ignatius develops the Spiritual Exercises for discernment.  
 The purpose is to help the believer to open his or her life up to the Word. As Mark 
Thibodeaux says, “Ignatian discernment, then, is not so much about what to do but about 
who to be. It is about becoming a person in tune with the movements that lead toward 
God. The doing will flow from the being. In John’s Gospel . . . that the sheep know the 
voice of the shepherd to whom they belong.”26 Thibodeaux’s explanation of Ignatian 
discernment not only echoes John’s goal for his Gospel but also complements the 
Lutheran understand of the “Priesthood of the Baptized.” The individual believer can 
meet Jesus in God’s Word and this encounter can be transformational.  
                                                
 26 Mark E. Thibodeaux, SJ. God’s Voice Within: The Ignatian Way to Discover God’s Will, 
(Chicago: Loyola Press), Loc. 146. 
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 The exercises as used by Ignatius are part of a month-long retreat. Each of the 
four weeks focusing on different aspects of the believer’s relationship to God: week one, 
the gravity of sin; week two, the life of Jesus; week three, the crucifixion and its 
implication for the believer; finally, during week four, the believer experiences 
resurrection both Jesus’ resurrection and hopefully his own. Along with individual 
meditation one meets regularly with a spiritual director. It is a spiritual boot camp to turn 
ordinary Christians into soldiers for Christ. Ignatius himself compared these Spiritual 
Exercises to physical exercises,  
For just as strolling, walking and running are physical exercises so spiritual 
exercises are methods of preparing and deposing the soul to free itself of all 
inordinate attachments, and after accomplishing this, seeking and discovering the 
Divine will . . . This may happen as a result of his own reasoning or through the 
enlightenment of his understanding by Divine grace. This is a greater spiritual 
satisfaction and produces more fruit than the one who was giving the exercises 
were to discourse at great length and amplify the meaning of the subject matter.27  
 
It was through these Spiritual Exercises that a man would enter the Jesuits, a mendicant 
order founded by Saint Ignatius.  
 The rigorousness of the exercises has for a long time intimidated lay people. 
James Wakefield sums up the thoughts of many people and at the same time gets to the 
heart of the exercises, 
Most Roman Catholics who know anything about them (Spiritual 
Exercises) seem to think they are very difficult and only for those who are 
making religious vows. Many Protestants have not heard of them, and 
those who have consider them to be very Roman Catholic. In fact the 
Spiritual Exercises are an invitation to renew and deepen our relationship 
with Christ.28 
                                                
 27 Anthony Mottola, trans. The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius: St. Ignatius Profound 
Precepts of Mystical Theology (New York: Image Books, Doubleday, 1964), 37. 
 
 28 James L. Wakefield, Sacred Listening: Discovering the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of 
Loyola. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2006), 13. 
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Wakefield’s description of the exercises compliments the goal of John’s Gospel. 
Nevertheless it is not within the scope of The Strands of John study to do a modified 
version of the full Spiritual Exercises. However several of Ignatius’ insights are used in 
developing exercises for the course that, as Wakefield observed of the Spiritual 
Exercises, “Invite the student to deepen their relationship with Jesus.”29 
 As he developed his Spiritual Exercises Ignatius had several key insights; first, 
that God was very present within any believer’s life. The goal for a follower of Christ is 
to “Find God in all things.”30 An important part of the Spiritual Exercises is what is 
called an Examen. It is both a personal confession as well as time to realize God’s 
presence in the individual’s life. An individual is asked to review the last twenty-four 
hours of their life seeking to understand where God’s gifts and God’s presence were in 
those last twenty-four hours, in addition to recognize their refusal to follow where God 
was leading. Thibodeaux has as a succinct description of the Examen, “A quick daily 
reflection on the spirits that have stirred my thoughts, emotions and an actions this 
day.”31 This simple exercise could be adapted for a Bible study to allow people to review 
the last twenty-four hours of their life in light of the Scripture that has been studied.  
 Second, Ignatius was well aware of the huge role his own imagination played in 
his conversion. One of the exercises primary techniques is for the student to creatively 
engage the Scriptures via prayer and imagination, to literally place himself or herself 
                                                                                                                                            
 
29 Wakefield, Sacred Listening, 13. 
 
 30 Teresa A. Blythe, Fifty Ways To Pray: practices from Many Traditions and Times, (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press), 58. 
 
 31 Thibodeaux, God’s Voice Within, Loc. 229. 
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within the story. Thus one encounters Scripture through their imagination rather than 
their intellect, not to focus on those things that often preoccupy students of the Bible: 
word studies, textual criticism, form criticism, and other Bible study techniques, but enter 
a specific story via your mind and to let the Holy Spirit talk to you through that 
imaginative exercise. Again James Wakefield gets at the heart of the matter, “Ignatius 
invites us into the story of Jesus and calls us to be transformed by our participation in the 
story. With our imagination and reason, with our five bodily senses and especially with 
our emotions, we become second witnesses of the events of Scripture.”32 Wakefield’s 
description of Ignatian contemplation parallels Thomson’s explanation of John’s goal 
mentioned above;33 the two fit well together.  
 Finally Ignatius understood the importance of silence. Most biographers attribute 
the final version of his exercises to his time spent in solitude and silence in Manresa. For 
example, the Jesuit Robert W. Glenson in his short biography of Saint Ignatius states it 
this way, “It is clear then that even during the period of conversion many of the 
fundamental themes of the Exercises were already in the mind of Ignatius. But it would 
need the silence of prayer and penance of the cave Manresa to develop them.”34 Times of 
silence need to be part of the Strands of John study to provide space for God to work in 
the believer’s life.  
 These three key understandings from The Spiritual Exercises help the student 
approach Scripture from a different perspective, entering the world of the Bible via the 
                                                
32 Wakefield, Sacred Listening, 13. 
 
33 Thompson, The God of the Gospel of John, 116. 
 
34 Mottola, The Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius, 19. 
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imagination rather than simply the intellect. Students can switch from looking for what 
the text said to the original audience or specific details of the text or how the text fits in 
the overall context of the Gospel of John to what Jesus is saying to them through that 
specific text. The Strands of John study spends time studying the text in its historical 
context, looking at the text through the objective lens of the historical-critical method. It, 
however, also allow time to interact with the text through the same principles that 
empowered Saint Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises. 
 
Lectio Divina 
 It should be noted that Ignatius of Loyola was not the first to develop a method of 
spiritual reading. The Roman Catholic Church has a rich history of reading Scripture in a 
spiritual way as opposed to an intellectual way. The oldest and most common in this 
approach to Scripture is what has been titled Lectio Divina, which invites the student to 
read Scripture “for formation and not for information or entertainment value.”35   
 St. Benedict is sometimes credited with this form of reading Scripture but that is 
mainly due to fact that he made it such an important part of his Rule and a primary 
activity of the Benedictine day. In actuality the roots go back to our Jewish heritage. The 
faithful in order to plant the words of Torah in their soul would whisper them over and 
over again, it has been a common practice within the church since its inception. Paintner 
and Wynkoop in their excellent book on Lectio Divina describe the development of the 
practice from its Jewish roots: 
                                                
 35 Christine Valters Paintner, Lucy Wynkoop, OSB, Lectio Divina: Contemplative Awakening and 
Awareness (New York: Paulist Press, 2008), 3. 
 
 68  
The desert mothers and fathers believed that they heard God speaking to 
them, speaking to them, personally and immediately, through Scripture. 
They saw Scripture as a privileged place for encountering God. In the 
monasteries that were formed out of this desert experience . . . Lectio 
Divina became a central practice . . . Out of this tradition of immersion in 
Scripture Saint Benedict wrote his Rule early in the sixth Century. He 
prescribes holy reading, Lectio Divina, as one of the central activities . . . 
In the twelfth century Guigo II, a Carthusian Monk, wrote The Ladder of 
Monks, which uses the image of Jacob’s ladder to systematize Lectio 
Divina into stages or steps of a process. Following an initial reading of a 
passage of Scripture, the first step called lectio (“reading”) was to allow a 
phrase or word to arise out of the text and to focus on it. The second step 
called meditatio (“meditation”) was to ponder the word(s) of the sacred 
text. The spontaneous movement of the will in response to these 
reflections was the third step, known as oratio (“prayer”). The fourth step, 
contemplatio (“contemplation”) was the practice of resting in God’s 
silence.36 
 
 
 Lectio Divina is similar to Ignatian contemplation in that Scripture is not 
approached as a font of information but rather a font for formation. Scripture is a tool in 
the hand of God to mold the soul of the believer and the seeker. The different stages of 
Lectio Divina: the reading, the pondering of a word or phrase, the times of silence 
listening for the still small voice of God, are designed to make space for the text to speak 
into the believer’s personal life. Again Paintner and Wynkoop sum it up well, “Lectio 
Divina is about creating space for God to work, and about freeing ourselves from 
distractions and the burdens of our lives. Then the movement and rhythm of desire for 
God and surrender to God can unfold naturally and spontaneously.”37 Though it has 
developed a specific structure, Lectio’s purpose is still the same as when ancient Jews 
mumbled the Torah to themselves, to plant the Word deep in the believer’s heart. Lectio 
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with its four step approach to Scripture: reading, meditating, praying and contemplating 
fits well not only with John’s stated goal but the Lutheran understanding of the 
“Priesthood of the Baptized.” It is an important part of the Strands of John study. 
 
The Gospel of John, Lutheran Understanding, and Catholic Practices 
 John’s simple stated goal, Lutheran theological understanding, and Roman 
Catholic spiritual practice complement each other. The Lutheran understanding of 
Gospel, as God’s deep love in the Cross of Christ, matches well with the Gospel of 
John’s purpose and goal. The methods of spiritual reading developed and refined by Saint 
Benedict, Saint Bernard, Guigo II, Saint Ignatius and others can augment the Lutheran 
understanding that the believer can encounter the living Christ in the pages of Scripture. 
Luther himself understood the power of reading Scripture from this perspective. Though 
highly critical of the Catholic prayer practices of the day he used a form of Lectio Divina 
for his own personal devotions. In a short devotional piece called, A Simple Way to Pray, 
he encouraged others to make a “garland of four strands”38 when praying the Ten 
Commandments. The strands were: instruction, thanksgiving, confession and prayer. He 
also admonished people to pay attention to what God’s Holy Spirit was saying through 
Scripture as they prayed,  
If such an abundance of good thoughts comes to us we ought to disregard 
the other petitions, make room for such thoughts, listen in silence, and 
under no circumstances obstruct them. The Holy Spirit himself preaches 
here, and one word of his sermon is far better than a thousand of our 
prayers. Many times I have learned more from one prayer than I might 
have learned from much reading and speculation.39 
                                                
 38 Martin Luther, Devotional Writings II, edited by Gustav K. Wienke, Luther’s Works, vol. 43 of 
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 39 Ibid., 198. 
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 This type of learning is precisely the outcome that Strands of John hopes to 
achieve. Luther in his own personal spiritual disciplines matches the very best of the 
Catholic practices of spiritual reading. The reason for this congruence between a 
Lutheran theological understanding of Scripture, the Catholic practice of spiritual 
reading, and the unique nature of John’s Gospel is that all three have the same goal in 
mind. It is again best summed up by the reason that John gives for writing his Gospel, 
“but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 
that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31). The goal of the Strands of 
John course is to use all three of these vehicles to communicate that message to the 
students who participate in it. 
 While the biblical text, Lutheran theology, and Catholic practices are the three 
main pillars of the Strands of John study they are not the only important building blocks. 
In fact almost equally important are the goals, structure, and flow of the curriculum. 
Chapter 4 deals with these vitally important topics. 
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CHAPTER 4  
COURSE DESIGN 
 
 The goals and overall structure of the course grows out of the interaction between 
the three theological underpinnings discussed in detail in Chapter 3. The primary 
underpinning is the unique nature of the Gospel of John. This unique nature is 
complemented by a Lutheran theological understanding of Scripture, particularly the 
power of the Gospel in the life of a believer and the “Priesthood of the Baptized,” and 
perhaps surprisingly the use of Catholic practices to help a largely Protestant audience 
interact with the written Word in a different way from a traditional Bible study. 
 
 Overall Teaching Objectives 
 There are three overall goals or objectives for this course. These objectives, when 
taken as a whole, have a two-fold purpose: to impart information that matures the 
student’s faith and to lead the student to incorporate certain practices within their faith 
life that can be transformational. These goals are not idealistic; rather, they simply follow 
the best in curriculum development. Ralph Tyler, a leader in educational theory, makes 
exactly that point when he describes the educational objective for any curriculum, “a kind 
of behavior to be developed in the student and content or area of life in which this 
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behavior will operate.”1 The first learning objective is to help the student to encounter the 
heart of the Gospel of John by understanding one or more of the major themes and/or 
symbols that are woven into the Gospel, and see how they connect with each other, and 
how the strands (symbols, metaphors, and themes,) are woven together. The second 
objective is to introduce the student to the inductive Bible study method, helping them 
develop some basic skill in using it for the specific purpose of reading and studying the 
Bible on their own. The final objective is to familiarize the student with the classical 
spiritual practices used in reading the Bible, helping the student integrate one or more of 
these practices into their devotional life. Each of these goals has important details that 
need to be reviewed. 
 
Encountering the Heart of John’s Gospel 
 The first learning objective deals specifically with the content and form of the 
Gospel of John. It is important that the student who participates in Strands of John not 
only become familiar with John’s purpose but also how the major themes within the 
Gospel advance John’s purpose. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the Gospel of John is both 
simple in its straightforward stated goal and, at the same time subtle, in the way that it 
uses symbol and metaphor. These symbols and metaphors become major themes within 
the Gospel and are the strands that John uses to weave his Jesus story. It is essential that 
the student understand how John’s purpose influences every portion of his Gospel, and 
that the student sees how the major and minor strands in the Gospel are used to 
accomplish that purpose. 
                                                
 1 Ralph W. Tyler, Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1969), 46.  
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 For instance, when the study examines the “seven signs” that Jesus does within 
the Gospel of John, it must note how each one of the signs connect with John’s goal that 
the reader might believe that Jesus is the Messiah and in that trust have life in His name. 
In addition the student needs to see the “Seven Signs” in the overall context of John’s 
Jesus story, how the “Seven Signs” strand connects with the other major strands within 
the Gospel. As an example, John’s use of the Jewish holy days of Passover, the Feast of 
Tabernacles, and the weekly Sabbath observance is knotted together with the “Seven 
Signs” strand at several points during the narrative. Jesus healing the paralytic (John 5), 
the multiplication of the loaves and fishes (John 6), and the healing of the man born blind 
(John 9) are three examples.  
 Finally, the study also spends time examining some of the minor strands that are 
woven in and around the “Seven Signs” of Jesus’ ministry. Some of these secondary 
strands can be identified by a specific word or phrase. They include: night/day, 
sight/blind, Moses/manna, mother of Jesus, water/baptism, flesh, lifted up, and many 
more. While these strands are secondary, they still play a vital role in adding depth and 
detail to John’s Gospel.  
 It is the objective of this study that a student come away from the study not only 
knowing John’s simple stated goal but also beginning to see how he has woven together 
symbol, metaphor, and image to accomplish that goal in a profound and subtle way. The 
student then starts to see beyond the surface meaning of the Gospel and into the multi-
textured picture that John has woven of Jesus, and to understand the essential core of 
John’s story of Jesus.  
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Inductive Bible Study 
 The second objective is about developing a set of Bible study skills as well as a 
certain degree of competency in using them, not only in studying the Gospel of John but 
also any other portion of Scripture. One of the primary ways that the student encounters 
the text is through an inductive Bible study method. Four basic questions are asked of the 
text: who, what, where, and when. These questions are asked primarily in the context of 
John’s story of Jesus and secondarily how the text fits in the overall witness of Scripture. 
Within these four basic questions the student is given questions with three specific goals 
in mind: first, to help narrow the student’s focus on the specific text; second, to help the 
student not only ask the basic questions but also to ponder the deeper questions of “why” 
and “how;” finally, the questions connect the specific text to John’s overall story of Jesus.  
  When we study Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus the “who” questions not only 
ask who Nicodemus is within the text but also has the student asking where else 
Nicodemus appears in the Gospel; the “what” question focuses on what actually happens 
during the dialogue: what was said, what was the response, and how did the dialogue end; 
the “where” question not only focuses on where the encounter took place but also where 
Jesus and the disciples were before this encounter and where they went after the 
encounter; the “when” questions focuses both on the time of day that the encounter 
happened and when it happened within the Gospel of John. Incidentally, the study does 
not spend time trying to figure out where Nicodemus fits within a specific historical 
context, which would be pure speculation and cannot be determined with any accuracy.  
 Nicodemus is not mentioned in the synoptic Gospels, but when people or events 
are mentioned in the other three Gospels, it is important to have questions that help the 
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student to compare and contrast the different Gospel stories. A good example is Mary and 
Martha. When they appear in John chapter 11 it is important to help the student connect 
John’s story of Mary and Martha with Luke’s story of Mary and Martha.  
 The overall goal of the inductive Bible study method is not only to connect the 
student with the heart of John’s Gospel but also to help the student gain proficiency in 
asking the right questions of any biblical text that they encounter. In order that in their 
personal devotions, as well as future Bible studies, they might gain a deeper 
understanding of the text they are studying and through that deeper understanding draw 
closer to their Lord and Savior.  
 
Classical Spiritual Practices 
 The final learning objective is not only important in helping the student to 
encounter the heart of John’s Gospel but also to develop practices that help them grow in 
their Christian walk and in their understanding of who Jesus is in their life. It is to 
introduce the student to a different way of encountering Scripture through a variety of 
classical spiritual disciplines. There is a significant portion of each class time for 
introducing and practicing these different ways of encountering Scripture. They include: 
imaginative contemplation based on Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, contemplation based on 
the Ignatian Examen, Lectio Divina, journaling, Bible memorization, and centering 
prayer.2 This goal melds together two important understandings of this study: first, the 
theological understanding of the “Priesthood of the Baptized” as outlined in Chapter 3; 
individuals of all backgrounds can encounter God through the Scripture without a human 
                                                
 2 Richard Peace, Contemplative Bible Reading, 38.  
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mediator; second, that the classical ways of encountering the Holy Writ are excellent 
tools to help the individual believer to come into the presence of the Living God and to 
allow God to work in their life. These two understandings taken together also allow the 
study to speak to a culturally diverse audience since it makes room for the heart of the 
text to speak directly to the heart of the student.  
 As detailed in Chapter 3, the study uses spiritual practices that are often 
associated with a specific group of individuals, namely monks and nuns. The 
understanding is that spiritual practices of reading Scripture are not reserved for the 
monastery. Standing firmly in the theological tenet of the “Priesthood of the Baptized” as 
also discussed in Chapter 3, The Strands of John study assumes that all baptized 
Christians are priests, whatever their background; these practices can play out in the 
everyday life of the believer, however different that life may be from the other 
participants in the study. Teresa Blythe makes the point clear in the introduction to her 
book on devotional practices when she talks about the goal of such prayer exercises, “To 
enjoy and live in the light of God is the goal, and that is usually experienced in daily, 
ordinary life.”3 
 For example, when Strands of John is studying the “I AM” strand, a good portion 
of class time is used to introduce Lectio Divina and to explain that form of spiritual 
reading, taking time to explain each part of the Lectio process: Lectio (reading), 
Meditatio (meditation), Oratio (prayer), and Contemplatio (contemplation). Then the 
class practices with the text that was just studied. Finally, the students spend time 
discussing their experience with one another.  
                                                
 3 Blythe, Fifty Ways To Pray, 13. 
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 The purpose of this third overall objective is similar in scope to the second 
objective dealing with the inductive Bible study method. The use of classical ways of 
reading Scripture is two-fold: to help the student experience the heart of the Gospel of 
John in a personal and intimate way, and to help the student to develop a proficiency in 
these types of devotional practices so that they can take what they have learned, and 
enrich their own devotional life. 
 
Course Design and Teaching Methods 
 Again as outlined in Chapter 3, John weaves his Jesus story around a series of 
themes, which the study has dubbed “strands.” Hence the title for the entire course—
Strands of John. The title also suggests the structure for the overall course. Strands of 
John is not one long Bible study but rather a series of short courses or modules. Each 
module is designed around one of the major strands of the Gospel. There are a couple 
important advantages to the modular format. Advantages include: highlighting the 
importance of symbol and metaphor in the Gospel of John, and providing a natural 
rhythm to the course that regularly returns the student to John’s central purpose for his 
Gospel. This allows the student to study the same story from a different perspective, 
gaining new insight into the Gospel, and providing more flexibility for both the teacher 
and student. One possible disadvantage, if care is not taken, a student has a greater 
chance of becoming lost in the material as compared with a straight chapter-by-chapter 
method. The overall design of the modular format is key in making the most of the 
advantages while mitigating the one disadvantage. 
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Module Format 
 The modular format is the key structure around which the overall course is built. 
There are six modules. Four of the six modules deal with the four major strands within 
the Gospel. They are: the Seven Signs, Jewish Holy days, the “I AM” statements, and 
significant dialogues with individuals and groups. The last two modules, while not 
abandoning the strands theme, focus on specific moments in John’s story of Jesus. These 
two modules deal with Jesus’ last discourse, and his crucifixion and resurrection.  
 With the exception of the first module each one of the modules is six to seven 
lessons long and designed in such a way that participants can choose to enter or exit the 
overall course at the break between each module. The first module is eight weeks long 
because at the beginning of this module is an overview of the entire Gospel highlighting 
each of the major strands. The first lesson of the first module is not directly tied to the 
module but rather to the entire course, therefore it can be repeated at times throughout the 
course as new people join.  
 In addition to overall goals of the course, each module also focuses on different 
Bible study skills: paying attention to specific words, reading the text within context, 
noticing connections between the Gospel and the Old Testament, and learning how to use 
certain biblical reference materials. This is also true for the different classical spiritual 
practices: imaginative contemplation based on “Ignatian Spiritual Exercises,” spiritual 
examination based on the Ignatian Examen, Lectio Divina, journaling, Bible 
memorization, and the use of centering prayer.4 The first module gives students a taste of 
                                                
4 Richard Peace, Contemplative Bible Reading, 38. 
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each of these practices; modules two through five delve deeper into one of these practices 
and finally, module six has some of the students themselves leading different practices. 
 The short course design is a response to the hectic schedule and daily demands 
that affect many people. The design hopefully makes it easier for participants to sign up 
and participate fully, knowing that their commitment does not have to be months or even 
years long. Each module demands a high-level of commitment but every six-to-eight 
weeks students are asked to recommit as one module comes to an end and a new module 
is started. A participant at that time can choose either to sign up for the next module or 
exit the course. This short course arrangement also gives a natural break at the start of 
each module for new members to enter the course. The thematic approach also allows 
new students to quickly become active participants. 
 The high-level of commitment within the modules is needed in order to 
accomplish the overall goals of the course. The teacher and the students covenant with 
each other and have certain responsibilities to each other and to the overall class. The 
teacher promises the students to fully prepare for each class and to be punctual in 
beginning and ending the lesson on time. The student promises to make this class a 
priority in his or her schedule, and to prepare for each class by doing the homework and 
to participate fully in each class. Within the course, this covenant is known as “The 5 ‘Ps’ 
Covenant” (Appendix A). 
 These two features - the module format built around the major strands of the 
Gospel and the expectation that there is a high-level of commitment from both the student 
and teacher within the modules - are the keys to accomplishing the overall goals of the 
course. As students study the major themes of the Gospel, rather than simply marching 
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straight through the Gospel chapter-by-chapter, they connect with John’s purpose and 
discover how the major strands tie to that purpose. This allows for the objectives of the 
overall course to be accomplished in the life of a student. Even if they have participated 
in just one or two modules, they will still gain a basic understanding of both the 
simplicity and subtlety that is written into John’s Gospel while also learning basic Bible 
study skills. They will, as well, have the opportunity to integrate classical spiritual 
practices into their devotional life. 
 There is some overlap between the modules; this is part of the design. It is 
following the lead of Jim Wilhoit in his book Spiritual Formation as if the Church 
Matters. He encourages using a spiral curriculum, as a way of providing depth to a 
program of study and to the student’s understanding. Wilhoit asserts “A spiral curriculum 
has the students constantly revisiting topics with the aim of working these truths deeper 
within the fabric of our lives.”5 The text can yield fresh insights by returning to it from a 
different perspective. This is particularly true when the student has spent time studying 
and contemplating other parts of the Gospel.  
 For example, when the student studies, “The Healing of the Man Born Blind” 
they will first focus on the entire story and context for that story. When the student 
returns to the story weeks later and studies the text again they will look at how Jesus 
redefines what it means to keep the Sabbath holy. When the student returns to the story a 
third time, they will focus on the “I AM” statements, in particular, “I AM the light of the 
world” (John 9:5). They will not ignore the story but will look at the way John uses light 
                                                
 5 Jim Wilhoit,: Spiritual Formation as If the Church Matter: Growing in Christ through 
Community(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 119. 
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and darkness throughout the entire Gospel. In this way, as the student studies the Gospel 
they are drawn deeper and deeper into the text, into the Gospel and into the heart of 
John’s message.  
 In order to accomplish the overall objectives of the course and the goals of each 
module, it is important that individual sessions are structured in such a way that the 
material keeps the student actively engaged. At the same time, the teacher and students 
should not lose sight of the overall learning objectives within the details of each lesson. 
For that reason, the focus of the paper now shifts to the structure of those lessons. 
 
Overview of the Individual Sessions 
 One of the main purposes of each session is an attempt to combine knowledge and 
spiritual experience or, as Robert Mulholland Jr. puts it, “to join knowledge and vital 
piety.”6 In other words, each lesson is formed by the three overall learning objectives, 
which are designed to that end. Any Bible study should not simply give the student 
masses of information, but help the student mature in his or her faith.  
 To accomplish this goal, shaped by the three overall learning objectives, 
homework in the form of an inductive Bible study is given for each lesson and the two-
hour lesson is divided into two main parts. The first part focuses on the results of that 
homework. The basic Bible study questions, which are the basis of the homework, are 
shaped according to each week’s lesson, and they are the launching point for discussion, 
followed by a mini-lecture. There is no actual student manual, simply a spiral notebook 
or three-ring binder for the students to write in and a weekly handout with some of the 
                                                
 6 Mulholland, Shaped by the Word, 66.  
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notes from the mini-lecture. This is to highlight the real text for the course, the Gospel of 
John. The leader, however, does have a guide with the important information that must be 
conveyed, along with step-by-step instructions, which is also made available in a 
PowerPoint outline for each lesson. The Strands of John course can easily be taught 
without it but the PowerPoint might be helpful for those who have access to multimedia 
equipment. One important feature that is included in all the modules at the end of the 
mini-lecture is a section entitled “Strand Alert.” This section of the lesson is designed to 
help the students become aware of some of the subtler themes running through the 
Gospel of John, and also to notice the connection between these various strands. It will 
also focus on Old Testament connections within the Gospel. 
The final part of each session will engage the student in contemplative reading of 
the text in the hope that “they might link the biblical story with their life story.”7 After 
all, for disciples, as Eugene Peterson says, “The text is not words to be studied in the 
quiet preserves of a library, but a voice to be believed and loved and adored in workplace 
and playground, on the streets and in the kitchen. Receptivity is required.”8 
 
Structure of an Individual Session 
 Every session has the same basic structure. With the exception of the first session 
of each module, the sessions are two hours long. The first session is fifteen to thirty 
minutes longer to deal with the administrative details of the course: getting names, e-mail 
                                                
 7 Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation as If the Church Mattered, 117. 
 
 8 Eugene H. Peterson, Eat this Book: Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading (Grand Rapids, 
MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 2006,) 62. 
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addresses, and phone numbers, explaining the general flow of the class, as well as 
discussing “The Five ‘Ps’ Covenant.”  
 The two-hour block is broken down into ten-to-thirty-minute blocks. Each block 
of time has a different tactical goal and purpose and thus uses different teaching methods 
to achieve that goal. Within a single two-hour lesson the student participates in small 
group discussion, multimedia presentation, large group discussion, lecture, and skill 
practice. It is important that each block of time keep the overall objectives of the course 
in mind. The flexibility in teaching methods, as Wilhoit points out, “increases the 
possibility that participants will be able to maintain concentration and avoid boredom,” 
and “serves to connect the instructional content with realities outside the immediate 
setting and it decreases rote response from the participants.”9 This elasticity in teaching 
methods keeps the class moving to help the students stay focused on the material and 
move toward the overall objectives of the course. Below is the basic structure of the two 
hours.  
 
Prayer and Opening Exercise 
 A brief prayer starts each session, followed by an opening question or media piece 
that addresses the thrust of the week’s lesson; discussion follows in small groups. This 
segment can be up to fifteen minutes long. The goal is to present the theme for the lesson 
and to begin to facilitate discussion between students.  
 
 
                                                
 9 Wilhoit, Spiritual Formation as If the Church Mattered, 121. 
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Scripture Reading 
 Reading the primary text of the week follows this opening (if there is more than 
one text the first text mentioned in the leader’s guide is the primary text.) Creative ways 
can be used to present the text. For example, many of the stories in John work well as 
reader’s theater. Reader’s theater is done by having different students play the part of the 
narrator, Jesus, the crowd, and so forth, reading their respective portions of the Scripture.  
Not only do the different voices help to keep the other participants engaged but it also 
gives the readers a chance to, in the words of Hans-Ruedi Weber, “participate in the 
events of Salvation.”10 It should also be noted that there is an excellent production of the 
Gospel of John on DVD.11 It is a word-by-word contemporary translation. While this 
DVD should not be used for every session, it is worth using at times throughout the 
course. This part of class takes between ten to fifteen minutes. The goal of this segment is 
to vocally present the text that is being studied, in the belief that a student might gain new 
insight in hearing the text as opposed to just reading the text. 
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 The class spends twenty-five minutes discussing their homework in small groups 
of three to five people. Each small group is asked to come up with one insight about the 
text, one question about the text, and one strand that they noticed in the text being 
studied. The goal of this exercise is not only to discuss the homework but also for the 
                                                
 10 Weber, The Bible Comes Alive, 29. 
 
 11 The Gospel of John, DVD. directed by Philip Saville, (Visual Bible International, inc., 2003) 
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students to discover what they want to know about the text and to generate questions 
from the students that might not otherwise be asked.  
 
Large Group Discussion of Homework 
 The small group discussion is followed by a large group discussion about fifteen-
to-twenty minutes long in which each small group shares their insight into the text, their 
question about the text, and the strands they saw running through the text. The goal is to 
allow the different small groups to learn from each other, to give the instructor a chance 
to correct any misconceptions that came up in the small group, and to elicit any questions 
that the student might have about this lesson for the purpose of the leader addressing 
those questions in the mini-lecture that follows. If the leader is unable to speak to a 
particular question, then they may research it and report back during the next lesson if 
possible. It should be noted that two appropriate answers are “I do not know and I will try 
to find out” or “We do not know.” For example, “Who is the couple getting married at 
the wedding at Cana?” “We do not know.” Any other answer would be speculation. 
 
Mini-Lecture 
 The large group discussion is the launching point for a mini-lecture on important 
information found in the text. The lecture is around eight-to-twelve minutes long. The 
goal of this section is to make sure that vital information about the text is shared with the 
students in order that they might better understand the text and better encounter the text 
in their spiritual practices.  
 The lecture will end with “The Strand Alert” which is an overview of some of the 
different themes found in the texts as well as Old Testament connections to the text. The 
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goal is to make sure that the class is aware of the important metaphors and symbols in the 
text, as well as how John uses the Old Testament in this portion of his Gospel. This 
section is about five minutes long and hopefully is a review of what has already been 
discussed in earlier segments.  
 
Spiritual Practices 
 The class will take a short break of ten-to-fifteen minutes. The goal is to allow the 
class to switch gears from the didactic portion of the class to the experiential portion of 
the class. The final twenty-five minutes of the class is spent in a spiritual reading of the 
text and discussing the insight gained from that experience. This portion of the class 
changes from module to module since the spiritual exercises will change from module to 
module. This section of the lesson will have very different feel when the class is doing 
Lectio Divina Compared to Bible memorization. The goal for all the spiritual exercises is 
the same: that the student does not just approach the text as information to be acquired; 
rather that the student lets the text form his or her life. As Peterson says, “move from 
looking at the words of the text to entering the world of the text. As we take this text into 
ourselves we find the text taking us into itself.”12  
 
Objectives, Course Design, and Teaching Methods 
 All of these elements are linked together and cannot stand on their own. The 
overall objectives of the course informed both the module format and the structure of 
each lesson. At the same time the module format is designed to best communicate the 
three basic objectives of the study: that the student might encounter the heart of John’s 
                                                
 12 Peterson, Eat This Book, 99. 
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Gospel, that the student might gain proficiency in using the inductive Bible study 
method, and that the student might be introduced to classical practices of reading the 
Bible along with integrating one or more of those practices into their devotional life. The 
short course format depends on asking for a level of high commitment which is easier to 
ask for knowing that it is only for six-to-eight weeks per module. Each segment of an 
individual lesson depends on other segments to communicate the overall objectives for 
The Strands of John course, the learning goals for each module, and the individual goals 
of each lesson. 
 This course was first beta-tested on a group of over seven-five people at Discover 
Church. The insights from that initial offering helped to improve the course as a whole. 
Those insights are covered as part of the conclusion of this paper and the evaluation of 
the course. Before moving to that evaluation and summary, Part 3 of this paper is a 
portion of the leader’s manual for the Strands of John study. Chapter 5 is an overview of 
the entire course while Chapter 6 is the first module, “Signs of Life.”  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART THREE 
 TRAINING MANUAL 
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CHAPTER 5 
STRANDS OF JOHN, AN OVERVIEW OF THE STRANDS OF JOHN MODULES: 
A STUDY GUIDE FOR LEADERS 
 
 Welcome to Strands of John, a series of short courses or modules based on the 
Gospel of John. You, as leader, are about to take a group of students on an adventure 
through the Gospel of John. It is an adventure because John in its simple and subtle style 
can challenge both the long-time scholar and the first-time student. N.T. Wright New 
Testament scholar describes John this way: “one of the great books of literature of the 
world; and part of its greatness is the way it reveals its secrets not just to high flown 
learning, but to those who come to it with humility and hope.”1 May you and your 
students discover the heart of John’s Gospel—our living Lord, Jesus. Below is an 
overview of the entire course. 
 
The series title comes from the fact that John uses symbol, metaphor, and themes 
or what the study calls “strands” to weave his portrait of Jesus. Some of these strands are 
bold and obvious, while others are muted and subtle. Yet both the subtle and obvious 
                                                
1 Wright, John For Everyone Part One,1:X. 
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strands are woven together into John’s unique portrait of Jesus. These same strands 
become an ideal vehicle to help a student encounter the heart of John’s message about 
Jesus. Four of the modules will deal with specific symbols woven within the Gospel. The 
first module is “Signs of Life” which looks at the seven signs or miracles that Jesus 
performs in the first part of John’s Gospel. The second module deals with the connection 
between Jesus and the Old Testament holy days, particularly: the Sabbath, the feast of 
Passover, and the feast of Tabernacles. It is called “Passovers, Sabbaths and 
Tabernacles.” The third module traces the major strand of Jesus’ “I AM” statements. “I 
AM …” is its title. “The Jesus Dialogues” is the final module of this set. It deals with the 
encounters that Jesus has with various people throughout the Gospel.  
 Two modules will deal with specific sections of the Gospel. The first of these 
modules will study Jesus’ discourse in chapters 13 through 17, and is entitled “Follow the 
Servant Lord.” The second of these modules will cover the crucifixion and resurrection 
and is entitled “Here is Your King.” Below is an outline of each one of the modules, 
which includes: the learning objectives for the individual modules, the specific text to be 
studied for each module, and the contemplative component for each module. 
 
Module 1: Signs of Life 
This module has four learning objectives: (1) introduce the student to the Gospel of 
John using the Gospel’s theme of signs; (2) help the student to develop the habit of 
asking key questions of any biblical text, whether they are studying on their own or in a 
group; (3) raise the student’s awareness to the structure and style of each of the Gospels– 
specifically that John’s Gospel is radically different from the synoptic Gospels; and (4) 
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assist the student to move from a rigorous study of the text to an imaginative spiritual 
reading of the text. This last objective not only challenges the student’s mind but also 
their spirit and behavior. Below is a breakdown of the individual lessons with the primary 
Scripture for each lesson: 
 
I. The Living Word (please note that this first session can be done at the beginning 
of other modules) 
A. John 1:1-18 
B. John 20:30-31 
 
II. Water to Wine, Holiness into Joyfulness 
A.  John 2:1-11 
 
III. Sick Boy, Helpless Man  
A. John 4:44-5:16 
 
IV. On Loaves, Fishes and Water Walking  
A. Scripture: John 6:1-21  
 
V. The Words of Eternal Life  
A. Scripture: John 6:22-71 
 
VI. Light for the Blind  
A. Scripture: John 9:1-41 
 
VII. Life from Death  
A. Scripture: John 11:1-45 
 
VIII. Death from Life  
A. Scripture: John 11:46-12:11 
 
 
Contemplative Component 
 In this first module the class will experiment with different ways of spiritually 
reading the Bible including: memorization and centering prayer, Lectio Divina, Ignatian 
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imaginative prayer, and journaling.2 The participants will delve deeper into each one of 
these practices in the next five modules. 
 
Module 2: On Passovers, Sabbaths, and Tabernacles 
This module has four learning objectives: (1) help the students understand the 
Gospel of John through the connections that the Evangelist makes with the Jewish holy 
days of Passover, Sabbath, and the Feast of Tabernacles; (2) encourage the students to 
become familiar with a variety of biblical reference material, developing the ability to use 
these references in their own study of Scripture; (3) raise the students’ awareness of the 
close connections that the Gospel has with the Old Testament, expressed more often in 
symbol than by quoting Old Testament verses; and (4) assist the students to use an 
Ignatian prayer of contemplation, in the hope that they will encounter the “Living Word,” 
and come to a better understanding of who they are in Jesus. Below is a breakdown of the 
individual lessons with the primary Scriptures for each lesson: 
I. Destroy this Temple  
A. John 2:13-25 
 
II. Keeping the Sabbath  
A. John 5:8-19  
B. John 9 
 
III. God Tabernacles Among Us  
A. John 7:2-29 
B. John 1:14-18  
 
IV. On Light and Water  
A. John 7:32-53 
 
V. The Final Passover (Preparation)  
A. John 11:55-12:9  
                                                
 2  Peace, Contemplative Bible Reading, 38.  
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B. John 13:1-11 
 
VI. The Final Passover (Fulfillment)  
A. John 18:28-19:14  
B. John 1:6-13  
 
Contemplative Component 
 This module will use a modified form of an Ignatian prayer of contemplation. 
After the break, the class will start with a brief time of silence, a time not only for the 
participant to relax and center themselves, but also to be aware of God’s presence in their 
lives. After this the text for the week is read slowly, instruct the students to place 
themselves within the story through a series of directed questions. The class will end with 
a discussion focusing on several questions: Were you aware of God’s presence? What 
part of the story was most meaningful to you? What was your response to Jesus, to God, 
to the exercise? 
 For example, at the eighty-minute mark of the first lesson the class will take a ten-
minute break, to give students a chance to stretch and move around a bit. During the 
break if possible change the mood of the classroom.  Dim lights.  You might even want to 
light a candle or two. At the end of the break you, the leader, gathers the group together.  
There is quick review of the material and then begin the contemplative component with a 
brief prayer followed by silence. Depending on the makeup of the class, there can be up 
to a minute of silence, then read the passage  through in its entirety followed by more 
silence. 
 As leader, read the passage through a second time using the following script:  
Imagine that you are in the temple courtyard. You see the temple rising 
above you. You see the Roman soldiers on the walls of the fortress 
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Antonio. You see the crowds milling about the temple precinct. What else 
do you see? What do you hear? What do you smell?  
 
“When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to 
Jerusalem. In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and 
doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money.” 
 
You hear a commotion. You turn to see what all the noise is about.  
 
“So he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple area, both 
sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of the money changers and 
overturned their tables. To those who sold doves he said, ‘Get these out of 
here! How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market!’” 
 
What is your reaction? Are you afraid? Excited? Are you puzzled? Angry? 
In all the chaos, you are suddenly very close to Jesus and he turns and 
looks into your eyes and holds that look for several seconds. What does 
his look say? How do you respond?  
 
“His disciples remembered that it is written: ‘Zeal for your house will 
consume me.’” 
 
You then hear another commotion and you see priests, merchants and 
temple guards approaching. Again, what is your reaction?  
 
“Then the Jews demanded of him, ‘What miraculous sign can you show us 
to prove your authority to do all this?’ Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this 
temple, and I will raise it again in three days.’”  
 
How do you respond to Jesus’ response? Do you understand it? Does it 
puzzle you? How does your opinion of Jesus change because of it?  
 
“The Jews replied, ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and 
you are going to raise it in three days?’ But the temple he had spoken of 
was his body. After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled 
what he had said. Then they believed the Scripture and the words that 
Jesus had spoken.” 
 
Now, in light of the Cross and empty tomb, how do you respond to Jesus? 
What does that event mean to you? Who is Jesus for you right now?  
 
 
After another time of silence, ask the participants to open their eyes and return to 
the class. Break the class down into pairs to discuss the exercise and some of the specific 
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questions. Finally, the class will gather together as a whole to discuss any insights that 
the students feel comfortable sharing.  
 
Module 3: I AM… 
 This module has four learning objectives: (1) help the student to encounter the 
Gospel of John through the “I AM” statements; (2) encourage the student to read 
Scripture carefully, paying attention to the specific words used by John and other biblical 
authors; (3) aid the student in exploring the differences between modern translations and 
the original language of the Bible; and (4) assist the student through Lectio Divina to 
experience how the Holy Spirit can use one word or phrase of Scripture to speak to them. 
Below is a breakdown of individual lessons with the primary Scriptures for each lesson: 
 
I. I Am Who I Am  
A. Exodus 3  
B. John 8:43-59 
 
II. I Am the Bread of Life / I Am the Bread from Heaven  
A. John 6 
 
III. I Am the Light of the World  
A. John 9:1-11 
 
IV. I Am the Sheep Gate / I Am the Good Shepherd  
A. John 10:1-18 
 
V. I Am the Resurrection and the Life / I Am the Way, the Truth and the Life  
A. John 14:1-7 
B. John 11:1-44 
 
VI. I Am the Vine  
A. John 15:1-11 
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Contemplative Component 
 This module will give the student a fairly in-depth experience in the spiritual 
practice of Lectio Divina. After a fifteen-minute break, the class will gather together. The 
Lectio Divina exercise for this module will follow the outline presented by Richard 
Foster in his book Life with God, Reading the Bible for Spiritual Transformation, “Lectio 
(reading with a listening spirit), meditatio (reflecting on what we heard), oratio (praying 
in response to this hearing), and contemplatio (contemplating what we will carry forward 
in our lives).”3  
 To start, there is a short prayer said by you or another member of the class 
followed by up to a minute of silence. Then you will instruct the class to simply listen 
expectantly to the text. Read the text straight through, slowly. After another time of 
silence, instruct the students to pay attention to what word or phrase seems important to 
them. There is another moment of silence in which the students will have a chance to 
reflect on that phrase and why it was important. After several minutes the participants 
move to prayer, asking what God wants to reveal to them about the word or phrase that 
stood out to them. Again, this is done in silence.  
 After several minutes of this silent prayer, you as leader call the class back 
together and break them into pairs to discuss what happened, focusing on what God said 
to each individual and what that might mean for the week ahead. For the last minutes of 
the class, call the students back together and ask them to share any insights that they 
would feel comfortable sharing.   
 
                                                
 3 Foster and Helmers, Life With God, 63.  
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Module 4: Jesus’ Dialogues 
 This module has three learning objectives: (1) help the student to understand the 
Gospel of John through the encounters that Jesus has with various individuals and groups 
throughout the entire Gospel; (2) aid the student in the habit of carefully reading not only 
the chosen text but the context; and (3) encourage the student to experiment with 
journaling on the text over a week’s time. Below is a breakdown of the individual lessons 
with the primary Scripture for each lesson: 
I. Brutal Honesty  
A. John 1:29-51 
 
II. Nick at Night  
A. John 3:1-21 
 
III. Well Woman  
A. John 4:4-45 
 
IV. Go and Sin No More  
A. John 8:1-8 
 
V. What is Truth  
A. John 18:32-19:16 
 
VI. Doubting Disciples  
A. John 20:19-31  
 
 
Contemplative Component 
 The spiritual exercise that the small group will practice in this module is 
journaling. The goal is what M. Robert Mulholland in his book Shaped by The Word 
alludes to as “Deep personal reflections on the Scriptures… as you have sought to carry 
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the Word into your daily life and exercise the spiritual disciplines engendered by your 
encounter with God.”4  
 After the ten-minute break, the class will gather again. A short prayer, silence and 
then a short spiritual exercise, either an Ignatian prayer of contemplation or Lectio 
Divina, is done. Afterwards, the students will take out their journals and begin writing on 
the text. The students will be encouraged to follow Mulholland’s advice to “take 
particular note of your attitude actions and responses to the Word.”5 After ten minutes of 
writing, students will stop, break into pairs, and share their reaction to the exercise. It is 
important that you as leader note that students only share as much as they feel 
comfortable sharing; you should emphasize that their journal is private and does not need 
to be shared with anybody. Hopefully, this will free the student to be “brutally honest” 
and “to write constructively.”6 The discussion should be more about the process of 
journaling rather than the insights gained from journaling. Five minutes before the end of 
the class the leader will call the students back together and ask if there are any comments 
about the process that individuals would like to share with the entire group. Again, it 
should be stressed to the students that each person’s journal is very private. When you 
dismiss the class, ask them to write at least two more times during the week on the same 
text. Before they write for the last time that week, have them review previous journal 
entries. Their final entry for the week should respond to their early journaling, noting 
how they have changed over the last week. 
                                                
 4 Mulholland, Shaped by The Word,161.  
 
 5 Ibid. 
  
 6 Ibid. 
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Follow the Servant Lord 
 This module has three learning objectives: (1) help the students become familiar 
with Jesus’ final discourse in the Gospel of John and where that discourse fits within the 
overall context of the Gospel; (2) assist the students in reading the text carefully, asking 
specific questions of the text; and (3) encourage the students through memorization and 
the use of centering phrases, to experience the power of consuming the Word and making 
it a part of their lives in order that Eugene Peterson’s statement becomes true for them, 
“Christians do not learn or study or use Scripture; we assimilate it.”7 Below is a 
breakdown of the individual lessons with the primary Scripture text to be studied for each 
lesson: 
I. Wash Feet  
A. John 13:1-17 
 
II. Betrayal and Denials  
A. John 13:20-28 
 
III. Show Us, Lord  
A. John 14:1-14 
 
IV. The Paraclete  
A. John 14:15-27 
 
V. Staying in The Three in One  
A. John 15:1-26 
 
VI. Equipping the Disciples  
A. John 16:1-15 
 
VII. Praying for all Disciples  
A. John 17:1-23 
 
 
 
                                                
 7 Peterson, Eat This Book, 18. 
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Contemplative Component 
 During the last half hour of the first lesson, have the students read chapters 13 
through 17 in John. After they have read the entire passage have them choose a specific 
passage that stands out to them. It might be John 15:1-9 or John 14:1-7 or any number of 
other passages. Once the passages are picked, ask the students to share why they chose 
their particular passage. After everybody has shared, then tell the students that during the 
course of this module they will be memorizing that passage. Every week have the 
students work at memorizing the passage in pairs and alone. At the end of the session, 
have the students choose a word or phrase from that passage that will be their centering 
prayer. They will ruminate on that phrase during the entire week, repeating it to 
themselves as a prayer, using it at the beginning of prayer. Hopefully, the phrase used as 
a prayer will center the student, bringing them into the presence of God.8 The next week 
they will pick a different phrase. For example, if the student chooses John 14:11-18, for 
one week the student might ponder “Believe me,” (John 14:11) another week the phrase 
might be “I tell you the truth” (John 14:12) and still another week, “I will not leave you 
orphans” (John 14:18). Brian McLaren highlights the importance of this: “Meditation and 
memorization: Holding a truth in the mind through non-anxious concentration so that it 
can be savored and rooted deeply and accessible to memory in the stress and struggle of 
daily life.”9 
 
 
                                                
8 Peace, Contemplative Bible Reading, 38. 
 
 9 Brian D. McLaren, Finding Our Way Again : The Return of the Ancient Practices, The Ancient 
Practices Series (Nashville, Tenn.: Thomas Nelson, 2008), 97. 
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Here is Your King 
 This module has three learning objectives: (1) help the students become familiar 
with John’s account of the Crucifixion and Resurrection; (2) assist the students in 
comparing the different Gospel stories, specifically how John’s story of the Passion is 
similar and different from the other Gospels; and (3) support the students in leading a 
group of individuals through one or more of the many spiritual exercises used for 
contemplative Bible reading. Below is a breakdown of the individual lessons with the 
primary Scripture for each lesson: 
I. Garden Confrontation 
A. John 18:1-1 
 
II. Peter and Priest on Trial 
A. John 18:12-27 
 
III. Pilate on Trial 
A. John 18:28-19:16 
 
IV. The Crucifixion  
A. John 19:16-42 
 
V. Resurrection, Mary  
A. John 20:1-18  
 
VI. Resurrection, Peter 
A. John 21 
 
 
Contemplative Component 
This last module will focus on helping students to share what they have learned 
over the entire course. Each week, depending on the size of the group, one, two or three 
students will lead the contemplative section of the lesson. Every week, the exercise is a 
little different. For example, one week we will use a version Thibodeaux’s “Imagine 
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yourself as a character in the story” 10 from Armchair Mystic. Another week we will use 
the J.O.Y., which is “Jesus, Others, and Yourself,” exercise from the same source. 11 For 
other weeks, the class will use a version of Lectio Divina outline by Richard Peace in his 
Contemplative Bible Reading Study Guide.12 The key to this exercise is that the 
questions—while open ended—would be more specific. The important point is that each 
week a student will have a chance to lead one of the contemplative exercises for this 
course. In preparation, at the end of the “Follow the Servant Lord” module, ask several 
students who are continuing the overall course to lead the first exercise of this module. At 
the first class the rest of the students will be assigned. Take care that the new students are 
assigned to lead an exercise toward the end of the module; they can then be given a 
chance to experience contemplative Bible reading as participants before they have to be a 
leader. It is hoped that some of the participants might lead future groups within the 
congregation, whether it is Strands of John or another course.
                                                
 10 Thibodeaux and Link, Armchair Mystic, 83. 
 
 11 Ibid., 82. 
 
 12 Peace, Contemplative Bible Reading, 66. 
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CHAPTER 6 
STRANDS OF JOHN, SIGNS OF LIFE: A STUDY GUIDE FOR LEADERS 
 
Goals for the Course and How to Use this Guide 
 Thank you for being willing to lead on this adventure through the Gospel of John. 
Our goal for the course is the same as the Evangelist’s goal for the Gospel, “Jesus did 
many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in 
this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God, and that by believing you may have life in his name (John 20:30-31).”  
 That overall goal can be broken down into specific objectives. The three 
objectives for Strands of John are:  
• Help the participants to encounter the heart of the Gospel of John by 
understanding one or more of the major themes that are woven into the Gospel.  
• Introduce the participants to an inductive Bible study method, helping them 
develop some basic skill in using it, empowering them to read and study the Bible 
on their own. 
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•  Familiarize the participants with the classical spiritual practices used in reading 
the Bible, helping the students integrate one or all these practices into their 
devotional life.  
It is our hope that the weaving together of these three goals will bring the participants 
closer to their Lord and Savior and that they might have life in his name. 
 To that end, it is recommended that you ask for a high-level of commitment from 
the students. Ask them to make class time a priority in their schedule, to do the 
homework each week, and to fully participate in each session, even if it seems a bit 
strange at times. “The ‘5Ps’ Covenant” (appendix A) will help you in asking for that 
high-level of commitment. 
 It is important that you as a leader show that same commitment and be fully 
prepared to lead the class. This detailed study guide is designed to help you do just that. It 
will help you prepare to lead “Signs of Life”, the first module in the Strands of John 
study. While this leader’s guide gives you step-by-step instructions to lead the class, for 
best results in using this guide, and to be fully ready to lead the class, plan on between 
two and two-and-half hours for preparation: forty-five minutes to an hour to complete the 
student homework, forty minutes to an hour for doing additional reading as suggested by 
the leader’s guide, plus any research you would want to do on your own, and finally a 
half-hour to gather needed resources for the class. PowerPoint presentation, class notes 
and other resources can be found at www.strandsofjohn.org. 
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Outline of a Standard Class 
 A typical class is two hours long. It includes the following elements: 
icebreaker/opener, presentation of the Scripture, small group discussion of homework, 
large group discussion and mini-lectures, break, “Strand” alert, and finally a 
contemplative exercise focused around the text. It is important that you have enough time 
at the end of class for the contemplative exercise and not let the other parts of the class 
crowd out this important element. Let’s look at each part in detail and the amount of time 
allotted to each section. 
 
Opening 
  If you plan on having refreshments, have them ready at the beginning of class. 
Then the participants can get a cup of coffee or cold drink and snack as they settle in for 
the class. The first fifteen-to-twenty minutes are used for an icebreaker/opener that sets 
the tone and theme of the class. This might include a movie clip or a question for people 
to discuss in smaller groups along with some brief sharing in the larger group. Following 
the icebreaker/opener the Scripture text is either read in the large group or in the small 
groups, performed reader’s theater style, or presented in a multimedia format. The 
presentation of Scripture will range between five-to-fifteen minutes. 
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 If not already in smaller groups, the class will break now into groups of two or 
three people to discuss their homework. Initially, the task during this discussion time is 
for each small group to come up with one good question to ask during large group 
discussion and one insight they gained from their homework. As the course proceeds, the 
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small groups will be asked if they noticed any strands (themes or symbols that are woven 
throughout John’s Gospel). Give the small groups no more than twenty minutes to 
discuss and to come up with a question and an insight. During this time, give permission 
for participants to refresh their coffee or make a trip to the bathroom if needed.  
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Toward the end of the first hour, between forty to forty-five minutes into the 
class, the participants will come back together to discuss the questions and insights raised 
in their small group discussion. This large group discussion time is used as a springboard 
for you, the teacher, to do a series of mini-lectures to share important information about 
the particular text and how it fits in with the other texts in this module and with the 
overall thrust of John’s Gospel. Hopefully, a rhythm of discussion then mini-lecture then 
back to discussion will develop. The discussion and mini-lecture segment should last 
thirty-minutes. At the end of the large group discussion take a ten-minute break. 
 
Strand Alert 
 After the break, quickly survey the different strands (themes and symbols that run 
through the Gospel) and Old Testament allusions in this particular text. This strand alert 
is either a review of what was covered earlier or an alert to what strands are developed in 
fuller detail as they continue in the course. It should take no more than five minutes. 
 
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 There are two important parts to this section: the exercise itself, and the 
discussion in both small and large group settings. The exercises, whether Lectio Divina, 
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Ignatian Contemplation exercise or Examen should last between ten to twenty minutes 
giving the participants time to discuss what they just experienced. May the Lord bless 
you as come closer to Him and then invite others to “Come and See” (John 1:46) Jesus 
the Messiah. 
 
Before the First Class 
 Before the start of the first class, preferably when the participants sign up, ask 
them to read the entire Gospel of John. This is the first official module therefore a 
majority of students should be new to the Strands of John course. Ask the new students to 
read through the Gospel for the flow of the story and overall understanding of John’s 
version of Jesus’ life. They should not worry about the minute details or get stuck on 
some of the strange symbolic language; rather they should focus on the plot and the 
characters. Have them write down any thoughts or questions that they might have. 
 If your church has taught this course more than once, some members might have 
started on a different module, and therefore have already read the Gospel more than once 
(they have been asked to read it through at the beginning of each module). Ask these 
individuals to think about how they read it differently based on what they have learned. 
What new insight did they gain as they read the Gospel this time? What new questions do 
they have? Again, have them write down any thoughts and questions they might have and 
bring them to class. 
 Make sure each participant is aware of the time and place of the first meeting. 
Remind them that this meeting is between fifteen-to-thirty minutes longer than the rest 
  110 
due to setting up the logistical details for the course. Finally, make sure each student 
brings a pencil, their Bible and their calendar.  
 Prepare a binder with all of the inductive Bible study questions for the entire 
module (appendix B), copy of “The 5 ‘Ps’ Covenant” and the “Strands of John Map” 
(appendix C). “The 5 ‘Ps’ Covenant” and the study questions for the first session should 
initially be separate from the binder since they are handed out before the binder.  
 
Strands of John: Signs of Life 
This module has four learning objectives: (1) introduce the students to the Gospel 
of John using the Gospel’s theme of signs; (2) help the students to develop the habit of 
asking key questions of any biblical text, whether they are studying on their own or in a 
group; (3) raise the student’s awareness to the structure and style of each of the Gospels– 
specifically that John’s Gospel is radically different from the synoptic Gospels; and (4) 
assist the student to move from a rigorous study of the text to an imaginative spiritual 
reading of the text, which not only challenges the student’s mind but also their spirit and 
behavior. Below are the specific instructions for teaching each lesson within this module. 
 
Session 1 – The Living Word 
Text: John 1:1-18 
Student’s Homework: Read the Gospel of John  
Goals:  
• Understand the basic structure of the Gospel and John’s purpose for writing his 
story of Jesus. 
• Communicate the logistical details of the course. 
• Experience the standard structure and rhythm of an individual lesson. 
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Leader’s Preparation 
 Read the Gospel of John. Study John 1:1-18 and John 21:1-31 and study the notes 
below. Prepare the student binders.  
 This first session is the introduction to the entire course and will spend time with 
the logistics of the course, although the goal is not simply outlining the logistics for the 
course. The primary goal is that the student understands the basic structure of John and 
how Strands of John: Signs of Life will use that structure to teach the Gospel. Also this 
lesson, though different in content, will follow the same basic format as other lessons, 
therefore the participants will experience the flow of a typical lesson.  
 
Opening 
 Start with a brief prayer, and then break into groups of two or three. Have 
individuals share with each other why they signed up for the class, and what questions or 
insights they might have from reading through the Gospel of John. After ten minutes ask 
the group to come back together, giving participants the opportunity to share with the 
larger group why they chose to participate in the class. 
 Use the discussion as an entry point into the logistics of the class. For the next 
fifteen-to-twenty minutes, spend time discussing the specific details: time, place, length 
of each session, number of sessions in the module. At the end of this discussion introduce 
“The 5 ‘Ps’ Covenant”. Quickly present each of the “Ps”. The first two “Ps” apply to you, 
the teacher—Punctuality, and Preparation (teacher). The final three apply to the 
students—Priority, Preparation (student), and Participation. The importance of the 
covenant is that it helps to make the class a high priority for the student. It also assures 
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them that you value their time and participation. Make sure that you have signed the 
covenant and ask each class member to sign it. You can either have one copy for each 
individual or a single copy that the entire class signs and then post it in a prominent place. 
After everyone has signed the covenant, say a brief prayer thanking God for the chance to 
get to know Him better through his son Jesus, the Living Word. 
 
Presentation of the Scripture and Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Break the larger group back into twos and threes. Hand out the inductive Bible 
study questions for this first module. In this first session, the students will answer the 
questions as a team; in this way they can learn together how to best answer these types of 
questions. For the next thirty minutes have them read John 1:1-18 and answer the 
questions on the handout (Appendix B). Explain that their homework each week will use 
the inductive Bible study method: each of them will be answering questions similar in 
style to the ones on the handout. Have each couple or triplet start in a different section of 
the questions. For example, if you have three groups of three have the first group start 
with “Who is involved in the text,” have the second group begin with “What happens in 
the text;” the third group starts with “When does the text happen.” Before they begin, 
emphasize the importance of sticking to the actual text, not reading into the text. The 
questions are designed to make the student read the specific passage carefully. Make 
yourself available to the small groups as they work on the questions. As you go around to 
the groups continue to emphasize the importance of careful reading. 
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Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 After thirty minutes, bring the class back together to discuss the questions. During 
the discussion highlight that as they study John they will encounter similar imagery and 
symbolic language as is used in the first chapter, specifically: light and dark, glory, 
Father’s only Son, born of God, Moses, and other Old Testament imagery. Use this 
discussion to explain the title and theme of the course, Strands of John.  
 Continue to build on the small group discussion by asking your own questions 
that move the students in the right direction. Use the notes below to generate the 
questions. Here are two examples:  “What is John’s purpose in writing his Gospel?”  
“What does the way John uses image, metaphor, and symbol tell you about how he has 
written his Gospel?” 
 Start the lecture with comparing John 1:17-18 to John 20:30-31. John’s goal is 
that the reader in encountering John’s written story of Jesus (the Written Word) might 
encounter Jesus (the Living Word), the only One who reveals the grace and truth of 
God’s love for humanity and in that encounter the reader might have life in Jesus’ name. 
Highlight John’s use of imagery, language, and symbols to weave his portrait of Jesus. 
Hence the name: Strands of John. Again you can point out imagery mentioned above. 
 
Strand Alert 
 At the beginning of this presentation, hand out the student notebooks, which 
include the questions for the rest of the modules, and the “Strands of John Map”. Have 
the students turn to the “Strands of John Map”. Note how each of the major themes or 
strands is one of the modules of the course: Signs of Life; Passover, Sabbath and 
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Tabernacles; I AM . . . ; and The Jesus’ Dialogues. Also note the four sections that make 
up the Gospel of John: The Prologue (John 1), the Book of Signs (John 2-12), Jesus’ 
Final Discourse (John 13-17), and the Crucifixion and Resurrection (John 18-21).  
 
Contemplative Exercise 
Fifteen minutes before the end of the class have the students get back into their pairs and 
triplets. Ask them to pray for one another and their involvement in the class. End with a 
large group prayer. 
 
Session 2 -- Water into Wine, Holiness into Joyfulness 
Text: John 2:1-12 
Student’s homework: Read John 2:1-12 and answer the inductive Bible study questions in 
the student notebook (Appendix B). 
Goals: 
• That the student will see the difference in style and content between John and the 
synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). 
• That the student will begin to see some of the strands that make up the Gospel of 
John and how those strands tie to John’s theme (John 20:30-31). 
• That the student becomes aware of John’s use of symbolism and again how that 
symbolism is connected to John’s theme. 
• That the student experience Scripture through an Ignatian Contemplation exercise. 
 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
  Read and study John 1:19-2:25. Answer the questions in the homework. The end 
of chapter 1 is calling to the disciples and is taught in a later module (The Jesus 
Dialogues). Look up Isaiah 25:6-9 and Joel 3:17-18 as Old Testament understanding of 
what would happen in the Messianic age. Study the notes below. 
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Opening 
 Break the group into pairs. Ask them share a wedding moment they remember. 
Bring the discussion to a close after five minutes of sharing. Give one or two students a 
chance to share their story with the whole group. Read John 2:1-11.  
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Break the students into groups of between three to four people to discuss 
homework. Have each group come up with one question that they have from the 
homework and one possible insight. After twenty minutes bring the groups back together.  
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Use the questions and insights of each small group to start the large group 
discussion.  Continue to build on the small group discussion by asking your own 
questions that move the students in the right direction. Use the notes below to create the 
questions.   Here are examples:  “What else do we know about Jesus’ mother?”  “What 
else do we know about Jesus’ mother from the Gospel of John?”  “The Gospel of John 
tells the story of cleansing of temple right after this story, do you think there are any 
connections between the two stories, and what might they be?” Use the conversation as a 
springboard to share the information below as well as any information you gleaned from 
your own studies.  
There are three important points to make in reference to the goals stated above. 
First, refer back to the “Strands of John Map” and point out each of the seven signs that 
make up the signs strand in order that the class has a good understanding where the 
“Signs of Life” module fits within in the overall Gospel. In discussing the seven signs 
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explain that in the Gospel of John, Jesus’ miracles are never referred to simply as 
miracles but rather as signs because they point to who Jesus is. 
 Second, tie together two of the questions from the homework: “who is in the 
story” and “when the story happens in the Gospel.” The who deals with the key figure of 
Jesus’ mother (she is never identified as Mary in the Fourth Gospel.) She is mentioned 
twice in the Gospel: here and at the crucifixion. This is important because “My time has 
not yet come” (John 2:4) points to the Cross.1 John, unlike two of the other Gospels, has 
no birth narrative. Note that this sign is described as, “the first of his (Jesus’) miraculous 
signs ” (John 2:11). “The cleansing of the temple” (John 2:13-22) immediately follows it. 
John uses the story of Jesus cleansing the temple as another way to point to the Cross and 
resurrection. Jesus’ final statement in the temple story is a direct reference to his death 
and rising. In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the cleansing of the temple happens the week 
before the crucifixion. These two bits of evidence are our first clues (we will have many 
more) that John’s Gospel, as a whole, is very different from the other Gospels. Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke are referred to as the synoptic Gospels because of their many similarities. 
In particular, both Matthew and Luke seem to base their primary story of Jesus on the 
Gospel of Mark. John tells the Jesus story in a different way; same story, different 
perspective. Point back to the theme verse for the main reason why John chose to tell his 
story the way he did, “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his 
disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his 
name” (John 20:30-31).  
                                                
 1 N.T. Wright, John For Everyone Part One, 1:22. 
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 Finally, tie together the stone jars and Jesus’ cleansing of the temple. The Jewish 
ritual of purification is a symbol of the Jewish Torah, the primary way of drawing close 
to God. The temple was the place to meet God. Jesus through turning the water into wine 
and cleansing the temple, redefines both. We now come to God through him. He is the 
temple, “The temple he has spoken of was his body” (John 2:20). As one commentator 
put it, “This replacement is a sign of who Jesus is, namely, the one sent by the Father 
who is now the only way to the Father.” 2  
 Tie in the Old Testament texts: Isaiah 25:6-9, Joel 3:17-18. The hope of Old 
Testament Israel was that when the Messiah came there would be fine wine and rich 
food. This rich abundance would be a sign that God was present with his people. This is 
yet another strand that ends at the Cross. “The Divine favor revealed by the gift of wine 
was a prelude of the gift of his own life.”3 At the end of the discussion, give the class a 
short break. 
 
Strand Alert 
 When the class reconvenes note the important strands in this story. John uses two 
phrases that will appear again: Depending on the translation they are “My hour” or 
“time” and “put their faith” or “believe.” These are important phrases that the students 
should note as they read. Of course “Jesus’ mother” and “signs” are two other important 
strands discussed in greater detail earlier.  
 
                                                
 2 Raymond Edward Brown, The Gospel According to John (I-XII), 104. 
 
 3 Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 82. 
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Contemplative Exercise 
 Have the class get into comfortable sitting positions and put away their books and 
notes. Explain to the group that they will be doing a modified Ignatian Contemplation, 
which is using their imagination to place themselves within the story. You might want to 
introduce the idea with this excellent quote from a Benedictine monk and scholar, “A 
story is only a story – even if it is a good one – until people interact with it. The power of 
the narrative to change people depends on willingness to submit to the text.”4 Ignatian 
Contemplation is a silent exercise except for the reader. Have the class take a couple deep 
breaths and then begin with a short prayer followed by some silence.  
  After the silence, read the script below, which is the text interspersed with 
questions. Read slowly and be sure to pause after the questions, giving time for 
participants’ imagination to work. 
On the third day a wedding took place at Cana in Galilee. You are a 
servant at the wedding feast. You are helping to serve the food. What do 
you hear? (Pause) See? (Pause) And smell? Hear the music and the 
hubbub of the conversation. (Pause) How do the bride and groom look? 
(Pause) How do other guests look? (Pause) Smell the different foods: 
roasted lamb, fresh baked bread, olives, figs, and other fresh fruits and 
vegetables. (Pause) How do you feel about the wedding? (Pause) Are you 
happy? Are you anxious that things go as planned? Are you frantic 
because of everything you have to do? Jesus’ mother was there, and Jesus 
and his disciples had also been invited to the wedding. What does Jesus 
look like? His mother? His disciples? (Pause)  
 
You discover that you have no more wine for the guests. What is your 
reaction? Jesus’ mother asks for a goblet of wine. What do you tell her? 
When the wine was gone, Jesus’ mother said to him, “They have no more 
wine.” “Dear woman, why do you involve me?” Jesus replied. “My time 
                                                
  4 Raymond Studzinski, Reading to Live: The Evolving Practice of Lectio Divina. (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2009.), 209. 
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has not yet come.” What surprises you about Jesus and his mother’s 
conversation? (Pause)  
 
His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” What is your 
reaction to Jesus’ mother command? (Pause) Nearby stood six stone water 
jars, the kind used by the Jews for ceremonial washing, each holding from 
twenty to thirty gallons. Jesus said to the servants, “Fill the jars with 
water.” What is your reaction to Jesus’ command? (Pause)  
 
So they filled them to the brim. Then he told them, “Now draw some out 
and take it to the master of the banquet.” They did so. As you draw out the 
liquid from the stone jars, what does it look like: deep red, light pink, 
golden yellow? What are you thinking when you look at the new wine? 
(Pause)  
 
And the master of the banquet tasted the water that had been turned into 
wine; He did not realize where it had come from, though the servants who 
had drawn the water knew. What is the master of the banquet’s reaction? 
Then he called the bridegroom aside and said, “Everyone brings out the 
choice wine first and then the cheaper wine after the guests have had too 
much to drink; but you have saved the best till now.” What is your 
response to the water turned to wine? (Pause) What questions would you 
want to ask? (Pause) What would you say to your fellow servants? (Pause) 
How would you explain what happen at the wedding to someone who was 
not there? 
 
This, the first of his miraculous signs, Jesus performed at Cana in Galilee. 
He thus revealed his glory, and his disciples put their faith in him. 
 
 At the end of the reading spend some more time in silence then end the exercise 
with “amen.” After you say “Amen” give the students time to return to their seats, or to 
transition out of their contemplative state. For the rest of class, have the students break 
into twos and threes and talk about their experience. Inform them when the class has 
officially ended, allowing them to leave or continue the discussion.  
 
 
 
  120 
Session 3 - Sick Boy, Helpless Man 
Text: John 4:46-5:18 
Student’s Homework: Read the above text and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions in the student notebook (Appendix B). 
Goals: 
• That the student will see that while different in style, the Synoptic Gospels 
(Matthew, Mark, and Luke) and John have similar types of stories and identify 
similar issues, i.e. proper behavior on the Sabbath. 
• That the student will begin to see the form and pattern of the different sign stories. 
• That the Student will experience Scripture through an Ignatian Contemplation 
exercise. 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
 
 Prepare by studying John chapters 2 through 5, paying particular attention to the 
specific text. Answer the questions in the homework. In the Old Testament, look up 
Genesis 2:1-4 and Exodus 20:8-11, which are two primary texts on the Sabbath. In the 
New Testament, look up Luke 7:1-10 (a story about distance healing) and Mark 2:23-3:6 
(stories about healing on the Sabbath). Study the notes below. Finally obtain a copy of 
the DVD The Gospel of John, to play for the presentation of the Scripture.  
 
Opening 
 Break the group into twos and threes and ask two questions: “How do you 
respond to sickness: Are your grumpy, lethargic, stoic, or something else?” The second 
question is “Have you ever witnessed or experienced a healing miracle?” After ten 
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minutes convene the group as a whole. Give one or two participants a chance to share 
with the larger group. Play the Gospel of John DVD from John 4:46-5:18.5  
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 At the end of the DVD, break the students back into groups of between two to 
four people to discuss their homework. Again ask each group to come up with one 
question and one possible insight. After twenty minutes bring the group back together.  
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
  Use the questions and insights of each small group to start the large group 
discussion.  Continue to build on the small group discussion by asking your own 
questions that help the students think about the text. Use the notes below to develop the 
questions. Here are examples:  “What similarities have you noticed between the three 
stories?”  “What differences have you notice?” “Where does each of the stories take place 
and why is that important?” 
Spend the next thirty to forty minutes in discussing those question and insights. Use 
the discussion to share the information below. The mini-lecture this week focuses on the 
form, structure and pattern of the three sign stories that we have studied up to this point. 
Take several minutes to fill in the participants on what has happened between the first 
sign (Jesus turning water into wine) and the second sign. Do not try to teach the material, 
just quickly share the flow of the story. You might want to use the “Strands of John Map” 
                                                
 5 The Gospel of John, DVD. directed by Philip Saville, (Visual Bible International, inc., 2003) 
Disc 1, Scene 4:46-5:18. 
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as a visual aid. Fold into this quick narrative the location of each story. From John 2:1 to 
John 5:1 Jesus makes two trips to Jerusalem sixty plus miles away from the Galilee: 
• John 2:1-11, Cana in Galilee 
• John 2:12-25, Temple in Jerusalem 
• John 3:1-36, Jerusalem and Judea 
• John 4:1-42, Samaria 
• John 4:43-54, Cana in Galilee 
• John 5:1-47, Jerusalem 
 
 Again you can point to the theme verse John 20:30-31. John is not sharing everything 
Jesus did, but only those things that will help us believe and have life in his name. 
 Compare the three signs that we have studied so far. We have two healing 
miracles (the distance healing of the royal official’s son in Cana, and the healing of the 
paralytic at the pool in Bethsaida) and one miracle over nature (water into wine at the 
wedding in Cana). Take some time to show the similar structure between the first two 
signs. The first table below, based on Brown’s commentary6 illustrates the form and 
structure of these first two signs.  
  
                                                
6 Raymond Edward Brown, The Gospel According to John (I-XII), 104. 
 
 
Form 
 
John 2 (Water into wine) John 4 (Healing in Cana) 
Request “They have no wine” (John 
2:3, NIV) 
“Come and heal his son” 
(John 4:47, NIV) 
Refusal “My time has not yet come” 
(John 2:4, NIV) 
“You will never believe” 
(John 4:48, NIV) 
Persistence “Do whatever he tells you” 
(John 2:5, NIV) 
“Come down . . .child dies” 
(John 4:49, NIV) 
Performance/Trust “Save the best till now” 
(John 2:10, NIV) 
“Your son will live” 
(John 4:50, NIV) 
Others Believe  “Disciples put their faith in 
Him” (John 2:11, NIV) 
“Household believed” 
(John 4:53, NIV) 
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 There is one other interesting note not mentioned in the table; these first two signs 
in Cana are the only two that are specifically identified and numbered as signs.7 The 
healing of the paralytic follows a slightly different structure. The main difference is that 
Jesus initiates this encounter. We will encounter a similar structure in John chapter nine. 
 After showing the similarities, contrast the differences between the first two 
stories and the third story. Please note: an important feature of all three stories is that 
Jesus’ action elicits a strong response from people not immediately involved in the story. 
In the first two stories people who did not actually participate in the sign believed in 
Jesus because they witnessed what happened. In the third story, people begin to persecute 
Jesus because he is perceived to be breaking the Torah. 
  
 After spending time comparing the first three sign stories, have the participants 
look up similar stories in Matthew, Mark and Luke. There are similar “healing from afar” 
stories in Luke 7:1-10 and Matthew 8:5-11. There are several stories about Jesus getting 
in trouble for healing on the Sabbath. In the Synoptic Gospels most scholars believe that 
the stories in Matthew and Luke are based on the two miracle stories in Mark 2:23-3:6. 
                                                
7 Raymond Edward Brown, The Gospel According to John (I-XII), 104. 
Form Healing at Bethsaida 
John 5  
Jesus’ request “Do you want to get well” 
(John 5:6, NIV) 
Confusion “I have no one to . . .” 
(John 5:7, NIV) 
Performance “Pick up your mat . . .” 
(John 5:8, NIV) 
Challenge “It is the Sabbath” 
(John 5:10, NIV) 
Others persecute “Jews persecuted him” 
(John 5:16, NIV) 
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Finally, encourage the participants to look for the structure and form of stories as they 
continue to read on their own. At the end of this time, give the class a ten-minute break to 
move around, refill their coffee cups and use the restrooms. You might also want to dim 
the lights at the end of the break.  
 
Strand Alert 
 When the class reconvenes, quickly note the important strands in this story. This 
week it centers on Jewish Holy days. John will refer to Sabbath many times; every time 
he does, it is important to note it. Another important phrase to note when mentioned is the 
“Festival of the Jews.” The Jewish Holy days are a major theme in John. Our next 
module, On Passovers, Sabbaths and Tabernacles, will focus on them. 
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 Again have the participants find a comfortable sitting position. If there is room a 
participant might even want to lie down. Encourage everyone to put away his or her 
books and notes. Explain to the group that we will be doing another modified Ignatian 
Contemplation, which is using your imagination to place yourself in the story. To start 
the group thinking ask these questions. Pause between each question: 
1. How would you react to Jesus, if when you met him for the first time he did 
not act the way you expected?  
2. How would react to Jesus if he acted rude, indifferent, or angry? 
3. Jesus displays all these attitudes in the Gospel. What do you think you would 
have done if your first encounter with Jesus were a negative one? 
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 Again, caution that this is a silent exercise except for the reader. Have them take a 
couple deep breaths to center themselves, and then begin with a short prayer followed by 
some silence. After the silence read the following script: 
Once more he visited Cana in Galilee, where he had turned the water into 
wine. And there was a certain royal official whose son lay sick at 
Capernaum. You are an escort, servant, and advisor to the royal official. 
You are riding with your master to find Jesus because he has heard that 
Jesus heals the sick and he hopes that Jesus might heal his son. Your 
master trusts and respects you. What are your feelings toward your 
master? (Pause) What are your feelings toward your master’s son? (Pause) 
You are approaching the town of Cana. You have been riding for twenty-
five miles. What do you think about this trip? When you started? (Pause) 
And now? (Pause)  
 
You come into the town square of Cana. You see the community water 
well; you see some of the houses. You hear children playing. You smell 
the daily bread being baked. What else do you see, hear and smell? 
(Pause) After a couple of minutes you see a group of people walking down 
a pathway. They are gathered around a small man. Your master leans over 
and tells you “That’s Jesus.” What is your reaction? (Pause) What is your 
first impression of Jesus; of his disciples? (Pause) Your master dismounts 
his horse walks over to Jesus and falls on his knees in front of him. When 
this man heard that Jesus had arrived in Galilee from Judea, he went to 
him and begged him to come and heal his son, who was close to death. 
Again what is your reaction to your master, an important man, begging at 
Jesus’ feet? (Pause)  
 
“Unless you people see miraculous signs and wonders,” Jesus told him, 
“you will never believe.” What is your reaction to Jesus’ refusal? (Pause) 
What do you want to do? (Pause) Do you start to do it? (Pause) The royal 
official said, “Sir, come down before my child dies.” Jesus replied, “You 
may go. Your son will live.” Your master gets up and slowly starts to walk 
away. When he gets to the horses he turns to you and asks for your advice. 
What advice do give him: talk to Jesus some more; go, Jesus cannot be 
moved—he is probably a fraud; go, let us take Jesus at his word; let us just 
take Jesus with us; something else? (Pause) The man took Jesus at his 
word and departed. 
 
Your master mounts his horse and you ride away. About ten miles out 
from Capernaum you see someone riding toward you. What thoughts go 
through your mind? (Pause) While he was still on the way, his servants 
met him with the news that his boy was living. When he inquired as to the 
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time when his son got better, they said to him, “The fever left him 
yesterday at the seventh hour.” Then the father realized that this was the 
exact time at which Jesus had said to him, “Your son will live.” So he and 
all his household believed. What is your reaction to the news? How do you 
feel about the advice you gave your master?  
 
 
 After a couple moments of silence have the class gather in twos and threes, 
discuss the exercise and any insights they might have gleaned from it. Spend the rest of 
class in discussion. Inform participants when class time is over, but give them the 
opportunity to continue their discussion if desired.  
 
Session 4 – On Loaves, Fishes, and Water Walking 
Text: John 6:1-21 
Student Homework: Read John 6:1-21 and answer the inductive Bible study questions in 
the student notebook (Appendix B).  
Goals: 
• That the student will see that despite differences, the Gospel of John has a lot in 
common with the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). 
• That the student begins to see that an important sacramental strand runs through 
the entire Gospel even though John does not recount the institution of the Lord’s 
Supper. 
• That the student experiences Scripture through a Lectio Divina exercise. 
 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
 Read and study John 6:1-70. Answer the questions in the homework. Look up 1 
Kings 17:1-16. This text is about God feeding Elijah as God’s prophet. For both this 
week and next week we will have multiple people reading our primary text. Please make 
scripts for both weeks to facilitate this process. For this week break John 6:1-21 into two 
parts. Have one person read 6:1- 14, Jesus feeding the crowd, and another read 6:15-21, 
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Jesus stilling the storm. Please note, that along with assigning these two parts this week 
also be prepared to assign the reading parts for next week. See leader’s preparation for 
Session Five – “Words of Eternal Life” for further details. 
 
Opening 
 Break the students into groups of two to four people. Two questions, first – share 
their favorite foods; second – share a Holy Communion service that was meaningful to 
them. Have Volunteers read John 6:1-21 as described above.  
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Keep the students in the smaller groups to discuss their homework. Again, each 
group comes up with a question and an insight from the homework. Starting this session, 
have the groups look for possible strands. As a reminder—strands are themes or symbols 
that are woven throughout the Gospel. After twenty minutes of discussion bring the 
students back together. 
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Use the questions and insights of each small group to start the large group 
discussion.  Continue to build on small group discussion by asking your own questions 
that help the students think about the text and to start the mini-lectures. Use the notes 
below to formulate the questions.  Here are examples:  “Did you feel there was something 
missing from the water walking story?” “Why do you think John mentions that the 
Passover is near?” “Are any of the signs we have studied so far similar to the 
multiplication of the loaves and fishes?”  
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During the discussions share the information below as well as information 
gleaned from your study. This week we compare different versions of the same story. 
Jesus feeding the crowds is the only miracle that appears in all four Gospels: Matthew 
14:15-21, Mark 6:35-44, Luke 9:12-17. Matthew and Mark have a second miraculous 
feeding of 4000. All four stories have important similarities but also significant 
differences. The table below outlines those similarities and differences. 
 
 Matthew, Mark and John record the story of Jesus walking on the water right after 
the miracle of Jesus feeding the crowds; Luke does not. Luke, however, does record Jesus 
stilling the storm, a story that is also in Mark. The table below records the similarities and 
differences of each version of the “Water Walking” story. 
 After talking about the differences and similarities, spend time discussing how the 
presence of differences in the Gospel accounts of the story affect the student’s view of 
Scripture. You might ask the following questions to get the discussion started: “What do 
you do with different versions of the same story that seems to contradict each other?” 
“Do you try to harmonize all the different versions?” “Do you pick one version over the 
Questions Matthew Mark Luke John 
Where did it take 
place? 
A Remote Place A Remote Place Bethsaida  The far shore of 
the sea of Galilee 
Who was fed? Large Crowd Large Crowd Large Crowd Large Crowd 
When did it 
happen? 
Green grass 
therefore 
winter/early 
spring 
Green grass 
therefore 
winter/early 
spring 
No clues Near Passover 
Any other 
miracle/sign 
connected with it? 
Water walking Water walking No Water walking 
What was used? 5 Loaves 2 fishes 5 Loaves 2 fishes 5 Loaves 2 fishes 5 Loaves 2 fishes 
How Many? 5000/4000 5000/4000 5000 5000 
How many 
Baskets left? 
12/7 12/7 12 12 
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others?” “Do you use these contradictions as evidence that the Bible is just a book of 
stories that has no historical value?”  
During the discussion it is important to make two points. First—that the different 
versions of the story actually add validity to their historical value. Seldom do witnesses 
agree on all the details of what happens even when they share their experiences right after 
the event. This becomes increasingly true as more time passes. Second—the early church 
was not bothered by the differences in the Gospels. They saw all four of the Gospels 
accurately sharing the story of Jesus. At the end of the discussion give the students a ten-
minute break. You might want to dim lights at the end of the break. 
 
Strand Alert 
 When the class reconvenes, quickly review the important strands in this story. 
There are several strands that the students have already encountered in their study of John 
or will encounter as they continue to study the Gospel: Passover (we talked about this one 
Questions Matthew Mark Luke John 
How does the 
story start? 
Jesus sends the 
disciples away 
Jesus sends the 
disciples away 
No story 
8:22-25 
Jesus flees from 
the crowd 
What is 
happening to the 
boat? 
High Wind High Wind No story 
8:22-25 
High Wind 
Disciples’ 
response to 
Jesus? 
“Terrified” “Terrified” No story 
8:22-25 
“Terrified” 
Jesus’ words “Do not be afraid” “Do not be afraid” No story 
8:22-25 
“Do not be afraid” 
What happens 
next? 
Peter comes to 
Jesus then gets in 
the boat 
Jesus gets in the 
boat 
No story 
8:22-25 
Jesus gets in the 
boat 
How does nature 
respond? 
“Wind died down” “Wind died down” No story 
8:22-25 
“Immediately the 
boat reached the 
shore” 
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last week), signs, bread, give thanks, and king. If you have time you might share the story 
of Elijah and the widow in 1 Kings 17:1-16. 
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 Again have the participants find a comfortable position. Encourage everyone to 
put away her or his books and notes. This week we will be doing a group Lectio Divina. 
Instead of using the text that we studied this week we will be using a portion of next 
week’s text, which is an extended discussion that follows Jesus feeding the crowds and 
walking on water. To start, say a short prayer followed by silence. Then instruct the class 
to simply listen expectantly to the text. Read John 6:26-35 straight through, slowly. After 
another time of silence instruct the students to pay attention to what word or phrase 
seems important to them. They should trust that the word or phrase is a prompting of the 
Holy Spirit. Read the text again, followed by silence. After several minutes, instruct the 
participants to ask what God wants to reveal to them about the word or phrase that stood 
out to them. Again, this is done in silence. Read the text one more time 
 After several minutes of this silent prayer say “Amen.” Again, give the students 
time to transition, then break the class into twos and threes to discuss what happened. The 
discussion should focus on what God said to each individual and what that might mean 
for the week ahead. Encourage the students to hold each other accountable. Just before 
the end of class call the students back together and asks volunteers to share any insights 
that they would feel comfortable sharing. End in a brief prayer.  
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Session 5 – Words of Eternal Life 
Text: John 6:22-71 
Homework: Read John 6:22-71 and answer the inductive Bible study questions in the 
student notebook (Appendix B).  
Goals: 
• That the student begins to see some of the smaller strands that make up the 
Gospel of John and how those strands tie to John’s theme in John 20:30-31. 
• That the student becomes aware of John’s use of Old Testament themes and how 
those themes help John to accomplish his purpose as stated in John 20:30-31.  
• That the student is introduced to the importance of word study in the original 
language and how specific Greek words are important strands woven into the 
Gospel. 
• That the student experiences Scripture through a Lectio Divina exercise 
 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
  Read and study John 6:1-70. Answer the questions in the homework. Look up 
Exodus chapter 16 and Numbers chapter 11. These Old Testament texts are about God 
feeding the Israelites in the wilderness with manna, which is a major theme in the 
discussion that follows Jesus feeding the 5,000 in John chapter 6.  
 Break the text you are going to read into parts. Do it reader’s theater style which 
means different readers play the part of the narrator, Jesus, the crowd, etc. Assign the 
parts as soon as possible so that people are comfortable with the reading. Obtain the DVD 
“Luther”. 
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Opening 
 Play the clip from the DVD “Luther.” It starts thirty-three minutes and seven 
seconds into the movie. The clip begins with Luther saying, “what of it--.” It ends with 
him serving communion.8 After the clip, have the class break into groups between two to 
four people and answer this question: for you, what were the words of eternal life? Read 
John 6:22-71 in a Reader’s Theater style as described above in the leader’s preparation 
section.  
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Break the students back into their small groups to discuss their homework. As 
before, each group comes up with one question, one possible insight, and one strand 
(themes and symbols that seem to surface again and again). After twenty minutes, bring 
the students back together. 
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Use the questions, insights, and comments of each small group to start the large 
group discussion.  Continue to expand the discussion by asking your own questions to 
help the students connect with the main strands of the text. Use the notes below to 
fashion the questions. Here are examples:  “What words stood out to you in the text?”  
“Have you noticed similar language in what we have studied so far?” “Does any of the 
language within the dialogue remind you of any part of our worship service?” 
                                                
 8Camille Thomasson and Bart Gavigan, Luther: One Man’s Faith in God Launched The Greatest 
Revolution of All, DVD. Directed by Eric Till (Los Angeles: Metro Goldywn Mayer Home Entertainment, 
2003), Scene Five. 
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Again the mini-lecture launches from the discussion of the homework. This week 
we will focus on a word study of several important words that represent important strands 
within the Gospel. The first word study is “flesh” which is Ζαρκασ in the Greek. Flesh is 
used nine times in this Gospel - seven of them in chapter 6. The other two times are John 
1:14 and in Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus. Flesh is not evil but simply that which is 
created (John 3:6).  
 The second word study is the phrase, “eternal life.” That phrase is a bold thread 
that runs through the entire Gospel. Eternal life is “right now” (John 5:24), “trusting the 
word” (John 3:36 and 5:39), “consumed” (John 4:14, 6:54), “given by the Father” (John 
6:40). The next word study is actually a person, “Moses.” The comparison between 
Moses and Jesus is also major strand in John’s Gospel. Moses is mentioned thirteen times 
in the first nine chapters of John. Several themes come out: Moses is inferior to Christ 
(John 1:14-18), Moses points to Christ (John 1:45 and 5:46), Moses is a symbol of the 
Torah and the Law (John 1:17, 7:19-23, and 8:5), and Moses is an archetype of salvation 
(John 3:14 and 6:32).  
 Finally, spend a little time on a word that is actually in last week’s text but is 
important for understanding the deep sacramental strand that runs through John. It is the 
word “give thanks”, which is Ευχαριστεω. It is where we get the title “Eucharist” for the 
Sacrament. John uses this term for Jesus giving thanks at the beginning of the story. 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Paul in 1 Corinthians use it as part of Jesus giving thanks just 
before the institution of the Lord’s Supper. At the end of the discussion give the students 
a ten-minute break. 
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Strand Alert 
 When the class reconvenes, note the important strands in this story. Along with 
Moses, eternal life, and flesh there are several other strands in the story including: 
“Remain in me,” “I AM” and manna. Just simply mention them in order that the students 
are aware that they will encounter these strands multiple times in Gospel. 
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 We will again be doing another Lectio Divina. Use John 6:54-69. See session four 
above for details. 
 
Session 6 – Light for the Blind, “I was blind but now I see” 
Text: John 9:1-41 
Student Homework: Read John 9:1-41 and answer the inductive Bible study questions in 
the student notebook (Appendix B).  
Goals: 
• That the student will see how John uses the symbolism of light/sight and 
dark/blindness, and that this contrast is an important strand that communicates 
John’s theme (John 20:30-31). 
• That the student will be able to compare and contrast the two Sabbath healings in 
the Gospel of John.  
• That the student experiences an Ignatian Examen exercise as a way to see into his 
or her own spirit. 
 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
  Read and study John 9:1-41. Answer the questions in the homework. An 
important Old Testament theme, particularly in Isaiah, is when the Lord makes his 
presence known; the blind will be given sight. Look up Isaiah 29:15-19, 35:1-7, 42:1-9, 
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and Psalm 146 as good examples of this theme. Study the notes below. Finally obtain a 
copy of the DVD, the Gospel of John to play for the reading of the Scripture.  
 
 
Opening 
 Break the students into groups of between two to four people. Ask, besides the 
five senses, what other special senses do they have. Examples might include: sense of 
rhythm, social sense, sense with numbers. After several minutes call the group back into 
the larger group setting and have a couple people share. Then, play the Gospel of John 
starting at 9:1 to end of the chapter.9 
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Break the students back into their smaller groupings to discuss their homework. 
Again, each group formulates one question, one possible insight and one strand or theme. 
After twenty minutes bring the students back together to discuss what they discovered. 
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Use the questions and insights of each small group to start the large group 
discussion.  Continue to build on the small group discussion by asking your own 
questions that help the students think about the text. Use the notes below to form the 
questions. Here are examples:  “Does this story remind you or any of the other stories we 
have studied?”  “Where have we read light/dark, sight/blind, and day/night language 
before?” “What sparks the controversy in this story?”  
                                                
9 Gospel of John, DVD. Scene 9:1-41. 
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During the discussion take some time to compare the two Sabbath healing stories in 
John. The healing of the blind man is an interesting contrast to the healing of the lame 
man at the pool of Bethsaida. Here are the ways that the two stories are similar:  
• Jesus approaches both the lame and blind man—John 5:6, 9:6. 
• Both stories start with a question—John 5:6, 9:1. 
• Jesus orders both to do something to experience healing—John 5:8, 9:7. 
• The leaders of the Jews challenge both healings because they occurred on the 
Sabbath—John 5:10, 9:13-34. 
• Jesus encounters the healed person a second time—John 5:14, 9:35-38. 
 
The table below highlights the key differences between the two stories. 
 
 It is also important to spend some time making the Old Testament connections to 
this story. One of the signs of the Messianic Age would be that the blind would see. Have 
the class look up and read Isaiah 29:15-19, 35:1-7, and 42:1-9, as well as Psalm 146. 
Each sign is building on the next and it is becoming increasingly obvious to anyone who 
knows the Scriptures that Jesus is the Messiah. Again tie this back to the theme verse. At 
the end of the discussion give the class a ten-minute break.  
 
Strand Alert 
 When the class reconvenes share John’s use of the symbolism of light/day/sight 
verses dark/night/blindness. Here are some of the important points: 
John 5:1-18 
 
John 9:1-41  
Question comes from Jesus – 5:6 
 
Question comes from disciples – 9:1 
Jesus commands the lame man – 5:6 
 
Jesus touches the blind man – 9:6 
The lame man works (carrying mat) 
5:9-11 
Jesus works (making mud) – 9:6 
The man responds with indifference 
5:15 
The man responds with belief 
9:38 
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• Light/day/sight equals revelation while darkness/night/blindness equals 
ignorance—John 1:5, 9:39-41, 11:10 
• Light reveals good and evil while darkness covers evil—John 3:16-20 
• Light/day/sight equals Jesus and salvation—John 1:4, 8:12, 9:3-5, 12:34  
• Light and life are closely connected—John 1:4 
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 This week we will do an Ignatian Examen exercise. This particular exercise is not 
as closely connected to the Scriptures as the previous two types of exercises. However, it 
is appropriate for this Scripture because it helps us to “see” what God is doing in our life. 
Have the class get into comfortable positions. Tell the class that we are going to review 
the past twenty-four hours, each time paying attention to a different part of our life. There 
will be long periods of silence.  
 Instruct them to take a couple of deep breaths to center themselves. Say a short 
prayer like, “Light of the world help us to see.” Follow the prayer with a period of 
silence. After some time has passed say, “review the last twenty-four hours of your life in 
a sense of gratitude. Notice the gifts that God has given you.” After several minutes of 
silence utter this short prayer, “Thank you, God, for your gifts.” Another time of silence, 
then say, “replay the last twenty-four hours with a sense of awareness, notice times when 
Jesus was present and you might not have noticed it at the time.” Again after several 
minutes of silence pray, “Thank you, Lord, for your presence in our lives.” More silence 
then say, “Review your last 24 hours one last time this time in an attitude of confession, 
notice any refusals to follow your Lord.” Silence again for several minutes then end with 
this prayer, “Forgive us, Jesus, when we have not followed you, when we have done 
things we should not and left your priorities undone.” Give the students a moment to 
come out of their time of contemplation. Break the group into twos and threes and have 
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them share their experience with one another. Inform the students when class time has 
ended but give them the opportunity to continue their discussion if desired. 
 
Session 7 – Life From Death: Seventh Sign, The Raising of Lazarus 
Text: John 11:1-45 
Student homework: Read John 11:1-45 and answer the inductive Bible study questions in 
the student notebook (Appendix B).  
Goals: 
• The students will understand how each of the seven signs builds on one another 
with the seventh sign pointing to Jesus’ own crucifixion and resurrection. 
• That the students begin to see how Old Testament imagery is woven throughout 
John’s Gospel and that the imagery is used to accomplish John’s purpose (John 
20:30-31) 
• That the students will broaden their understanding of several important characters 
in the Jesus story: Thomas, Martha and Mary 
• That the students experience an Ignatian Examen exercise as a way to see into 
their own spirits. 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
 Read and study John 11:1-12:10. Answer the questions in the homework. Look up 
1 Kings 17:17-24. Please note that this story of Elijah follows immediately after the story 
of God providing food for Elijah and the widow of Zarepheth. We read the first part of 
this story in relationship to the multiplying of the loaves and fishes. Review all of the 
other Old Testament texts that were suggested throughout this course. Look up Luke 
10:38-42 the other place in Scripture that Mary and Martha appear. Obtain a copy of the 
DVD, Princess Bride.  
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Opening 
 Start this class out by playing the scene from Princess Bride in which Mad Max 
declares Wesley not dead but “mostly dead.”10 After that short clip break the class into 
groups of between two to four people and have them answer two questions: What are 
some of the ways we deny death? What gives you comfort when you think about your 
own death? After fifteen minutes bring the class back together for some brief discussion. 
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Break the class into smaller groupings. Have the students read John 11:1-45 in 
their small group, then discuss their homework. Again have each group come up with at 
least one question, one insight and one strand that they have noticed. 
 
Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Use the questions and insights of each small group to start the large group 
discussion.  Continue to expand on the small group discussion by asking some targeted 
questions that help the students dig deeper into the text, and to set up the mini-lectures. 
Use the notes below to craft the questions. Here are examples:  “What words would you 
use to describe Thomas based only on this story?”  “How would you describe Martha as a 
person based on this story?” “Do you think this story could be easily adapted to be 
performed as a play or reader’s theater?” 
During the discussion there are four important areas to cover. First, at some point 
review all of the Old Testament texts that we talked about during the entire course. 
                                                
 10 William Goldman, The Princess Bride, DVD. Directed by Rob Reiner (Los Angeles: Metro 
Goldywn Mayer Home Entertainment, 2003), Scene 21. 
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Specifically focus on those texts that describe the nature of the Messianic Age or those 
texts in which Jesus’ sign echoes some great prophet of the past like Elijah. Ask the class 
to imagine if they were Jews who knew the Old Testament and read the Gospel of John. 
How would they have responded to John’s story of Jesus? What questions would they ask 
if they could talk to John? Second, define the word “life.” In John 11 the word for life is 
Ζοε  which means more than physical life (Βιοσ is Greek word for physical life). Ζοε 
means the vitality that makes up our human psyche.  
 Third, take time to explore the characters of Thomas, Martha and Mary. Thomas 
is mentioned three other times in the Gospel. He is mostly noted for wanting to see Jesus 
before he would believe that Jesus had risen from the dead. John 11:7-16, while not 
contradicting that Resurrection story, does broaden our understanding of Thomas. He 
shows courage in the face of persecution.  
 The same is true for Martha and Mary. Luke 10:38-42 is the story most people 
remember about these sisters. Again, while not contradicting the story in Luke, John 
11:1-45 broadens our understanding of these two women, Martha in particular. She is not 
afraid to ask Jesus the tough questions and even in the face of death willing to trust him.  
 Finally, go over the structure of John 11:1-45. This story and other stories in the 
Gospel have the structure of a Greek drama where only two or three people are on stage 
at the same time11 with the Jews playing the part of the chorus (a collective voice that 
comments on the scene being played out).12 Here is the structure: 
                                                
 11 Jo-Ann A. Brant, Drama and Dialogue, 27. 
 
 12 Ibid, 178-87.  
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• Introduction John 11:1-5 
• Jesus and the Disciples (Thomas), John 11:5-16 
• Jesus and Martha, John 11:17-27 
• Jesus and Mary with the Jews as chorus, John 11:33-37 
• Jesus and Martha with the Jews as chorus, John 11:38-45 
 
Why is this important? It gives us clues that John wrote in a very diverse setting, which 
included both Gentiles and Jews. Another good example of this dramatic structure is John 
9:1-41.13 After about thirty-five minutes of discussion give the class a ten-minute break. 
 
Strand Alert: 
 This is a very short segment this time. After reconvening the class you only need 
note the “I AM” statement since there is an entire module dedicated to “I AM”.  
Also note that Jesus is talking about day and light again at the beginning of this text. 
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 We will again be doing another Ignatian Examen. See above for how to 
implement it. 
 
Session 8 – Death from Life: Consequences of the Raising of Lazarus 
Text: John 11:45-12:10 
Student Homework: Read John 11:45-12:10 and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions in the student notebook (Appendix B).  
Goals: 
• The students understand how in John, Lazarus’ resurrection leads to Jesus’ own 
crucifixion and resurrection. 
• The students have the chance to compare and contrast similar stories in all four 
Gospels. 
                                                
 13 Jo-Ann A. Brant, Drama and Dialogue, 28. 
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• That the students experiment with the” Hot Pen Technique” of journaling after a 
group Lectio Divina exercise or Ignatian Contemplation exercise as a way to 
discern what God is saying to them. 
 
 
Leader’s Preparation 
 Read and study John 11:1-12:10. Answer the questions in the homework. Also 
read John 18:2-19:42. Look up Isaiah 53:1-12, a description of one man dying for the 
many. Finally look up the parallel passages to Mary anointing Jesus’ feet with nard. They 
are Matthew 26:6-14, Mark 14:4-10, and Luke 7:36-48. Finally, be aware that you will 
need more time this session for the contemplative portion of the class.  
  
Opening 
 Break the class into smaller groupings and have them answer these two questions: 
Describe a time you were unfairly treated. How do you respond when you are unjustly 
accused? After several minutes of small group discussion bring the class back together to 
discuss the questions. Give people a chance to share what they said in their small group. 
 
Small Group Discussion of Homework 
 Read John 11:45-12:10 in the large group and then break them back into smaller 
groups to discuss their homework. Again have each group come up with at least one 
question, one insight, and one strand that they have noticed. About fifteen minutes into 
the small group discussion give out the parallel passages of Mary anointing Jesus’ feet. 
Ask what similarities and differences they have noticed. You might even want to hand 
out a version of the table below with just the questions. 
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Large Group Discussion and Mini-Lectures 
 Use the questions and insights of each small group to start the large group 
discussion.  Continue to expand on the small group discussion by asking some specific 
questions that help the students to better understand the text and to set up the mini-
lectures. Use the notes below design the questions. Here are examples:  “How do these 
stories help fulfill John’s purpose?”  “What are the direct results of Jesus raising Lazarus 
from the dead?” “How does this text connect the raising Lazarus from the dead to the 
final chapters within the Gospels?” 
During the discussion, walk the class through the events following Lazarus’ 
resurrection so they can see how Jesus’ final sign is the final event that points Jesus 
irrevocably toward the Cross. There are two specific scenes, the meeting of the Sanhedrin 
and the anointing of Jesus’ feet.  Together they form a bridge from the final sign to Jesus’ 
last discourse and thereafter the crucifixion and resurrection. Raymond Brown in his 
commentary points out a distinct ABCD pattern, which is bracketed by people coming to 
faith in Jesus, again John’s theme. Below is the pattern of the story:  
 
A. Many Jews put their faith in Jesus, John 11:45 
B. Some of the Jews betray Jesus to the Pharisees, John 11:46 
C. Jesus condemned to death by Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin, John 11:50 
D. Jesus withdraws and hides and the Sanhedrin continues to search, John 11:54-57 
D. Jesus arrives for his final Passover, John 12:1 
C. Jesus is anointed for death by Mary, John 12:3 
B. Judas (the betrayer) objects, John 12:3 
A. Jews put their faith in him, John 12:10-1114 
 
                                                
 14 Brown, The Gospel According to John, 104. 
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 Compare John’s story of anointing Jesus’ feet with parallel stories in Matthew, 
Mark and Luke. See if you can have the class do most of the work. Below is a chart that 
outlines the similarities and differences. 
Questions to ask Matthew  
26:6-14 
Mark 
14:4-10 
Luke 
7:36-48 
John 
12:3-11 
When does the 
story happen? 
Two days 
before 
Passover 
Two days before 
Passover 
Galilean  
ministry 
Six days before 
Passover 
Who anoints? Unnamed Unnamed Sinner Woman Mary 
What is 
anointed? 
Head Head Feet, wipes with 
hair 
Feet, wipes with 
hair 
Reaction of 
others? 
Disciples angry Disciples angry Simon offended Judas angry 
How does Jesus 
respond? 
Defends 
woman 
Defends woman Forgives the 
woman 
Defends Mary 
What does Jesus 
say? 
For my burial 
The poor are 
always with 
you 
For my burial  
The poor are 
always with you 
Faith has saved 
you 
For my burial  
The poor are 
always with you 
 
After about thirty-five minutes of discussion, give the class a five-minute break. 
 
Strand Alert 
 After reconvening the class, note quickly that this is the first time we have met 
Caiaphas. He is an important character in the arrest and trial of Jesus. Also point out 
Isaiah 53:1-12 as another important text. Caiaphas’ words and John’s explanation of 
those words seem to have undertones of Isaiah 53:1-12.  
 
Contemplative Exercise 
 For the contemplative part of this class either choose to do a group Lectio Divina 
or prepare an Ignatian Contemplation exercise. At the end of the exercise have the class 
turn to the last page of their homework, which is entitled journal entry. Have the students 
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write what God said to them in the exercise or what the text means to them personally. 
Encourage them to use the “Hot Pen Method” of writing, not to think too much about 
grammar, spelling or even what they are writing, just let the words flow. After several 
minutes break the group into pairs and triplets to discuss the exercise. Just before the 
class ends call everyone back together. Remind people planning to enroll in the next 
module to read the entire Gospel of John. End with a brief prayer.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND EVALUATION 
 
 The goal of this paper was to develop a study guide for the Gospel of John that 
not only taught the Gospel but also but also equipped Christians to encounter Scripture 
confidently on their own, and to use it in mature and discerning ways. This goal was a 
response to a crisis of biblical literacy in America. Specifically, the lack of confidence of 
the laity to encounter Scripture on their own without someone to tell them what it means.  
  The foundation for the study is formed by three principles. First, the unique nature 
of the Gospel of John which is both simple in its purpose, John 20:20-21; but 
simultaneously subtle in the way it tells the Jesus story. The second principle is a 
dependence on a Lutheran understanding of Scripture. Specifically, that the Gospel is the 
heart of Scripture—“Gospel being defined as Martin Luther would define it as God’s 
love and God’s salvation in the Cross of Christ. This Lutheran understanding also affirms 
that no one person can stand between the individual and their Lord, which is the Lutheran 
theological tenet of the “Priesthood of the Baptized.” An individual believer can in 
reading the Written Word about Jesus encounter the Living Word, Jesus. The encounter 
with Jesus is a personal one but it is an encounter that occurs within the community of 
believers. The Church needs to support and encourage the relationship between Jesus and 
the believer while resisting the temptation to coerce, or manipulate it. The third principle 
of this foundation is that classical spiritual practices are excellent tools in finding that 
middle way between support and manipulation. Lectio Divina, journaling, imaginative 
readings based on Saint Ignatius Spiritual Exercises as well as other devotional practices 
can lead the individual into an encounter with Jesus, the Living Word. 
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 Out of these foundational theological principles grow the overall objectives for 
the course: to help the student to encounter the heart of the Gospel of John, to introduce 
the student to the inductive Bible study method, helping them develop some basic skill in 
using it, so that they can read and study the Bible on their own, and to familiarize the 
student with classical spiritual practices used in reading the Bible, with the hope that the 
student will integrate one or all of these practices into their devotional life.  
 In order to achieve these objectives the course was designed as a series of short 
modules focusing on the different themes or “strands” of the Gospel. Each module 
focused on different Bible study skills as well as different classical practices. Again with 
the hope that students of the course would not come away from the course with just 
information about the Gospel of John but rather that the study had deepened their 
relationship with Jesus. In other words, the study was not simply a source of information, 
but also a method of formation and they now felt emboldened and equipped to read and 
study Scripture on their own. 
 The initial study of Strands of John was presented at Discover Church, starting in 
the fall of 2010 and finishing in the early spring of 2012. I was the teacher of the course. 
Each module had between twenty-four to thirty-seven students. Over seventy-five 
different students participated in at least one module. Eighteen students completed every 
module in the course.  Thirty-nine students attended more than one module.   
Once each module began, attendance remained high for the length of the module.  
During the first and third modules, there were several students who attended one or two 
classes and then dropped out. Most students, however, made the study a high priority. If 
they had to miss due to unforeseen circumstances they made arrangement to receive any 
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missing material.  Many of the students treated the course more as a college-level course 
than a church Bible study.   
At the end of each module, about two-thirds of the students would sign up for the 
next one.  Each module would also have new students starting. Individuals who had 
already participated provided the best publicity for the course.  Attendance, therefore, 
stayed fairly constant through all six modules because returning students often brought 
their friends to experience the next module.  
Strands of John was one of the tools used to develop a discipleship culture within 
Discover Church.  Many of the seventy-five-plus students expressed a deeper 
appreciation of the study of Scripture. Several of the students who attended more than 
one module have moved from active participant to an influential leader of the church. 
Many participants expressed their desire to live out their faith in concrete ways.  Here is a 
representative comment, “I like it when we dig out the truths of the Scriptures, and then 
dig out the application for my life.”1 Strands of John has been an important part of a 
significant cultural change within the church. It is a change that is fostering a deeper 
appreciation for discipleship living over simply being a member of a church. 
Over the life of the course the study was evaluated on objective and subjective 
standards. Including: observation, testing, surveys given to all participants, and follow up 
interviews. Several important insights became clear after the first presentation of the 
Strands of John course. Two important critiques were voiced after the first couple of 
modules had been taught. The initial sessions were ninety minutes. Several of the group 
participants came forward and said that the class was too short. One participant expressed 
                                                
1 Paul Gausmann, interviewed by author, Brooklyn Park, MN, May 20, 2012. 
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it this way, “We just get into the really important stuff, the really deep stuff and you stop 
the conversation. It would be helpful to have another ten or fifteen minutes to discuss the 
homework and the different takes on what we found.”2 The second critique had to do 
with the major weakness of the module format. Several people who were used to 
traditional Bible study, expressed confusion with the modular format. One of the students 
said it this way; “I’m not sure why we go from chapter 2 to chapter 5 then from chapter 6 
to chapter 9 without talking about the chapters in between.”3  
 Because of these two critiques two important changes have been made to the 
initial Strands of John course. The first change was implemented at the start of the fourth 
module. The class was lengthened from an hour-and-a-half to two-hours. After the 
change was made there was a general consensus that the two-hour format worked much 
better. The second change was made just before the start of the fifth module. Another 
session was added to the course: its purpose is to introduce John’s goal for his Gospel, 
familiarize students with the Strands of John theme and outline the entire course. In the 
curriculum this session is added to the beginning of the first module, however is not tied 
directly to that module and but rather to the entire Strands of John course. It is designed 
so that it can be inserted into other modules for the purpose of orienting new students to 
the Gospel of John and to the Strands of John course.  
 It is also important to mention that several of the assumptions that went into 
forming the overall course were heartily confirmed, along with the learning objectives. 
Here are some important pieces of information. In a survey (appendix D) taken after the 
                                                
 2 La Andrianmihaja, interview by the author, Brooklyn Park MN, March 8, 2011. 
 
 3 Nancy Olsen, interview by the author, Brooklyn Park, MN, December 5, 2010. 
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third module seventy percent of the students could quickly identify John’s central 
purpose for writing his Gospel. We had a total of twenty-seven people take this particular 
survey. In the survey taken after the final module one hundred percent of the thirty-five 
respondents could identify John’s central purpose for writing the Gospel as well as 
several of the major and minor strands within the Gospel.  
 There was also a very positive response to the second and third learning 
objectives. Many people expressed how the inductive Bible study method allowed them 
to access Scripture in new and profound ways. One student summed up, “I am now 
asking the who, what, where and when questions of other Scripture passages when I do 
my personal devotions, this study has been very helpful.”4 This was true for just about 
every student who participated in one or more modules. They found this simple method 
of Bible study to be refreshing and empowering. 
 The third learning objective also had a significant impact on many of the students. 
Several of the students expressed a growing appreciation for the classical disciplines. 
They enjoyed encountering Scripture in this new way. Again one particular student 
summed up many of the opinions of the others. “Initially I was unsure but as the Bible 
study went along I started to enjoy and appreciate these different ways of reading the 
Bible. I have started to used it on my own”5 Most but not all the students were equally as 
enthusiastic. Several students however struggled with this portion of each class. Their 
numbers were very few but still they were not sure how to engage Scripture in this way.  
                                                
 4 Phillip Berwyn, interview by Author Brooklyn Park, MN, May 20, 2012. 
 
 5 Dorinda Olstad, interview by Author Brooklyn Park, MN, May 20, 2012. 
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 Strands of John has already been taught in several other venues.  A number of the 
modules were taught at the School of Ministry, an interdenominational school of lay 
ministry.  The entire course was taught in one semester to seminary students of the 
Master’s Institute, a small Lutheran seminary based in the Twin Cities.  It was well 
received in both settings.  It is my hope to publish the curriculum in conjunction with a 
website that provides the multimedia material for the course.   
While not a panacea to solve biblical illiteracy in our time Strands of John does 
take a step to making the Bible accessible to the ordinary individual believer. It allowed 
students not just to glean information from the Bible but also equipped students to study 
other portions of Scripture on their own using the inductive Bible study method and the 
classical spiritual disciplines to open their life up to the Written Word so that the Word 
begins to form and transform them. The study does more than invite the student to learn; 
it invites the student into the Gospel itself and in the process the student encounters the 
Lord of that Gospel, the Word made flesh, the Living Word, the very heart of John’s 
Gospel – Jesus, our Lord and Savior. 
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APPENDIX A  
 
Strands of John – Signs of Life  
The 5 “Ps” Covenant 
 
 
Punctuality – The teacher will begin and end the class on time. 
 
Preparation one – The teacher will fully prepare for this Bible study. 
 
Priority – I will make this class a top priority in my schedule. 
 
Preparation two – I will prepare for the class. 
 
Participation – I will participate to the best of my ability. 
 
 
_________________________ 
Teacher 
 
_________________________ 
Student 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
Strands of John 
Signs of Life 
 
 
Lesson 1 
The Living Word 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
 
Homework: Read the Gospel of John and answer the inductive Bible 
study questions below: 
 
Who: 
 Who is involved in the text? 
 
 Who is the Word? 
 
 What is said about the Word in the text? 
  
 Who is the other character in the story? 
  
 Who is Jesus to him? 
 
What: 
 What are the different titles for Jesus in the text? 
 
 What Old Testament character is mentioned? 
 
 What happens in the text? 
  
 What seems to be the point of the text? 
  
 What puzzles you about the text? 
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 Where does the text happen? 
 
When: 
 When does the text happen? 
  
 Why is this text important for John’s story of Jesus? 
  
 Do you notice any Old Testament allusion or symbols? 
 
 
Lesson 2 
Wine into Water, Holiness into Joyfulness 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
 
Homework: Read John 2:1-12 and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions below. 
 
Who: 
 What other stories do you remember about the mother of 
 Jesus? 
 
 Where else does the mother of Jesus appear in the  Gospel of 
 John? 
 
 Where does she not appear?  
  
 What disciples have appeared in the Gospel of John? 
 
When: 
 What happens in the Gospel before this story? 
  
 What happens after this story? 
 
Where: 
 Where does the story take place? 
 
 Where does the story before it take place? 
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 Where does the story after it take place? 
 
What: 
 What happens in the story? 
 
 Who knows about it? 
 
 Who does not know about it? 
 
 What is the response of those who know? 
 
 Does this story remind you of any Old Testament stories or 
 verses? 
 
 
 
 
Lesson 3 
Sick Boy, Helpless Man 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
 
 
Homework: Read John 4:46-5:18 and answer the inductive Bible 
study questions below. 
 
Where: 
 Where does the second sign take place? 
  
 Have we been there before? 
 
 Where does the third sign take place? 
 
 Have we been there before? 
 
When: 
 What has happened between the first sign and the second 
sign? 
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Who:  
 Who asks Jesus for help? 
 
 What is Jesus’ initial response? 
 
 Who does not ask Jesus for help? 
 
 Who does Jesus help? 
 
 How are they different? 
 
 How are they the same? 
  
What: 
 What happens in these stories? 
  
 What is the response of those who are affected by these signs? 
 
 What is the response of others in these stories? 
 
 Do these stories remind you of any other Bible stories? 
 
 
Lesson 4 
On Loaves, Fishes, and Water Walking 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
 
Homework: Read John 6:1-21 and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions below. 
 
What: 
 What two signs happen in this portion of Scripture? 
 
 What is the crowd’s reaction to the first sign? 
 
  How did Jesus respond to the crowd’s reaction? 
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 What was the disciples’ reaction to the first sign? 
 
 What was the disciples’ reaction to the second sign? 
 
Who: 
 Who are the main characters in the story? 
 
  Have they been mentioned before in the story? 
 
 
Where: 
 Where does the story happen? 
 
 
 Why is the name of the body of water curious? 
 
  Is that a clue where this story might have happened? 
 
 Where is Jesus at the end of chapter 5? 
 
When: 
 What Jewish holy day is near when this story happens? 
 
  Why do think John mentions that in telling his story of  
  Jesus? 
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Lesson 5 
The Words of Eternal Life 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
 
Homework: Read John 6:22-71 and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions below. 
 
Who:  
 Who is involved in this dialogue? 
 
  What do they want from Jesus? 
 
 How does Jesus respond to them? 
 
 Who are the Jews in this story? (Pharisees, Sadducees, Jesus’ 
 disciples.) 
 
  
Where:  
 Where does the story happen? 
 
 
When: 
 What happens after this story? 
 
 
What: 
 Do Jesus’ words sound familiar? 
 
 How do the different groups of people respond to what Jesus 
 says? 
 
 What questions do you have about what Jesus’ said? 
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Lesson 6 
Light for the Blind 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
  
Homework: Read John 9:1-41 and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions below. 
 
Where: 
 Where does the story happen? 
 
What: 
 What is the question that preceded this sign? 
 
 
 What is the actual sign? 
   
  How does Jesus perform this miracle? 
 
 
Who: 
 How do the different people in this story respond to the 
 healing? 
 
 
 How do the different people react to his sign? 
   
  How does Jesus respond to their reaction? 
 
When: 
 What happens before this story? 
   
  
 What happens after this story? 
 
 
 On what day does this story happen? 
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Lesson 7 
Life from Death 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
 
Homework: Read John 11:1-45 and answer the inductive Bible study 
questions below. 
 
Where: 
 Where does the story happen? 
 
What: 
 What preceded this sign? 
 
 What is the actual sign? 
   
 What is the response of the crowd? 
 
 
Who: 
 Besides Jesus, who are the different people in the story? 
  
  Do you remember any other stories about these people? 
 
 
 How do the different people react to his sign? 
   
  How does Jesus respond to their reaction? 
 
 
When: 
 What happens before this story? 
   
  
 What happens after this story? 
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Lesson 8 
Death from Life 
Inductive Bible Study Questions 
  
Homework: Read John 11:45-12:10 and answer the inductive Bible 
study questions below. 
 
Where: 
 Where does the story happen? 
 
 
What: 
 What is the chief concern of the leaders in their discussion? 
 
 
 How does the discussion conclude? 
   
 
Who: 
 Who is involved in the discussion? 
 
 
When: 
 What sign preceded this discussion? 
  
 
 What happens after this story? 
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APPENDIX C 
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APPENDIX D 
 
Name (optional):____________________ 
 
Strands of John Survey 
 
1. What modules did you attend? 
 
___ Signs of Life, (Fall 2010) - 
___ On Sabbaths, Passovers and Tabernacles (Winter 2011) 
___ I AM . . . (Spring 2011) 
___ Jesus Encounters (Fall 2011) 
___ Overview (Winter 2011) 
___ Follow the Servant Lord (Winter 2011) 
___ Here is Your King (Spring 2012) 
 
 
2. If you stopped attending, why did you? 
 
___ Schedule 
___ I do not travel after dark 
___ The class was too easy - “I was learning things I already knew” 
___ The class was too confusing - “I was having a hard time 
 following the Instructor” 
___ Other 
Comment_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
3. If you attended all the modules, why did you? 
 
___ Bible study is important 
___ I was learning things I did not know 
___ I enjoyed the interactive format 
___ God used this class in a powerful way in my Christian walk. 
Comment_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
4. My favorite part of the class was 
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____ Opening ____Discussion  _____ Reading the Text 
____ Small Group  ___ Question and Answers ___ Mini Lectures 
____ Spiritual Exercises ____ Other 
 
Comment_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
5. My least favorite part of the class was 
____ Opening ____Discussion  _____ Reading the Text 
____ Small Group  ___ Question and Answers ___ Mini Lectures 
____ Spiritual Exercises  ___Other 
 
Comment_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________________ 
 
6. I feel I could teach a small group with this material. 
 
7. I would take this class again.  
 
8. I would recommend this class to a friend. 
 
9. Express the goal of the Gospel of John in your own words. 
 
10. Name one major and one minor strand in the Gospel of John. 
 
11. Additional Comments 
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